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ABSTRACT 
The Modern Condition: The Invention of Anxiety, 1840-1970 
Simon Taylor 
The present work seeks to explain the process by which anxiety was transformed from a trope of 
nineteenth-century existential theology into the medicalized conception we have today. The 
dissertation begins in the 1840s with the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. In his attempt to 
resolve a series of debates within German idealist philosophy regarding the nature of evil and its 
impact on human freedom, Kierkegaard argued that anxiety was an intermediate stage between 
the awakening of man’s potential for freedom and its manifestation in the form of sin. On the 
basis of this reading, Kierkegaard concluded that anxiety was the psychological manifestation of 
humanity’s collective guilt for original sin. Despite the psychological idiom of his account, then, 
anxiety remained for Kierkegaard an irreducibly theological category. 
Chapter two of the dissertation examines two very different approaches to anxiety in the 
early twentieth century. For Sigmund Freud, anxiety was nothing more than the expression of 
libidinal conflicts, especially the Oedipal complex/fear of castration. Although it is commonly 
believed that Freud’s understanding of anxiety underwent a dramatic shift toward the end of his 
career, I demonstrate that little of substance changed. Martin Heidegger, by contrast, applied 
Kierkegaard’s existential understanding of anxiety to his ontological analysis of being. For 
Heidegger, anxiety was a “mood” that guided human beings to authenticity. 
Heidegger’s phenomenological approach to human being strongly influenced the Swiss-
German psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger. On the basis of his clinical experience at Bellevue, his 
family owned sanatorium, Binswanger came to believe that there was a somatic reality to the 
 
subjective accounts of anxiety advanced by the philosophers. More than just a mood, anxiety was 
a concrete medical disorder with an array of psychosomatic symptoms that required diagnosis 
and treatment. In this way, Binswanger played a significant role in transforming anxiety from an 
abstract philosophical idea into material medical reality. 
Chapter four examines the work of the German-Jewish neurologist Kurt Goldstein, whose 
1935 work The Organism drew extensively on Heidegger and Binswanger to develop a fully 
realized medical account of anxiety. Drawing on his treatment and rehabilitation of brain-injured 
soldiers in World War I, Goldstein observed that severe neurological injuries were accompanied 
by especially acute bouts of anxiety. Alongside the traditional understanding of anxiety as 
“objectless,” Goldstein argued that it was also a somatic process than could be observed and 
quantified like any other. Goldstein’s conclusions placed anxiety at the heart of a comprehensive 
account of the meaning and significance of biological life. 
In the years during and immediately after World War II, anxiety became a privileged 
mode of expression in American medicine and culture. The final two chapters of my dissertation 
explain how the medical conception of anxiety proliferated across multiple disciplines in postwar 
America, including theology, literature, and psychotherapy. I then demonstrate the way in which 
anxiety was co-opted into the Cold War struggle against the Soviet Union. Figures like Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., Reinhold Niebuhr, and, especially, Rollo May argued that anxiety was the price 
Americans had to pay for many of the values they held most dear – above all, freedom and 
creativity. Rather than trying to eliminate anxiety, Americans should aim to harness its creative 
potentiality and channel it toward productive ends. Anxiety thus became part of the Cold War 
armory, another weapon in the struggle for liberty and prosperity.
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As every member of the academy knows, ours is a peculiar occupation. Take the dissertation: for 
those endeavoring to produce one, it is an all-consuming and overwhelming task. From another 
perspective, however, it could be said to be common, even trivial: almost everyone the graduate 
student encounters in his or her daily life has produced one. Exceptional beyond the confines of 
academia – at least in the world in which I grew up – dissertations are ubiquitous within. I can 
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methodically and methodologically. Marwa Elshakry was kind enough to step in close to the last 
minute; I am very grateful for her patience, support, and feedback. I would also like to thank the 
Department of History more generally: I arrived at Columbia interested in ideas that happened to 
exist in the past; although I didn’t know it yet, this was not the same as being an historian. 
Particular thanks are due to Volker Berghahn, Susan Pedersen, and Chris Brown (especially for 
that timely conversation) for helping me make the transition from the former to the latter. 
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facto second supervisor for over half a decade. That I might find someone who so precisely 
shared my eclectic set of interests seemed unlikely but possible; that this person would prove to 
be such an unwavering mentor, colleague, and friend is more than I could have hoped. Stef’s 
generosity is all the more extraordinary given that he had no obligation or duty to help me as he 
has. Andreas Killen, too, has supported me for a number of years and has always been on hand to 
provide advice or feedback. His comments on chapter four were especially invaluable. Particular 
thanks must also be reserved for Jon Parkin, my undergraduate supervisor. Jon introduced me to 
an entire world of ideas, saw potential in my work, and pushed me, always, to be a better writer 
and thinker. Without him, I would not be here. 
 Over the past seven years, James Chappel has offered me friendship, advice, consolation, 
encouragement, and endless feedback, edits, and constructive criticism. Breanne Scanlon came 
with me to Germany, nursed me – quite literally at times – through the birth of this project, and 
spent countless hours listening to my ideas, enthusiasms, doubts, and fears. James and Bree, too, 
fall into the category of those without whom this project would never have been finished. Joe 
Bray, under very different circumstances, first introduced me to the ideas that would eventually 
form this work; Betsy Hegeman helped ensure the self-performativity of my topic never entirely 
breached the walls. Natasha Wheatley has been the most thoughtful, selfless, and kind friend I 
could ever hope to find, while Dirk Moses has always found time to offer advice, feedback, edits, 
and more besides. Isabel Gabel has been like a sister. I have been materially supported by 
Columbia’s Graduate School, the Doris G. Quinn Foundation, the Consortium for Intellectual 
and Cultural History, the Leo Baeck Institute, Howard & Natalie Shawn, and the Social Sciences 
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Research Council. Finally, Reed College gave me a home in which to finish the dissertation – I 
am especially grateful to Benjamin Lazier on this score. 
I have accrued so many debts in the writing of this work that a mere list of names seems 
grossly inadequate, but I trust that everyone mentioned in what follows knows why they are here 
and how grateful I am: Daniel Mahla; Alexa Winnik, Dirk Muench & Co.; Daniel Avery; Adam 
Winkel; Adam Bronson; Daniel Jenkins; Peter Gordon; Fritz Stern; Tom Meaney; Michael 
Kasenbacher; Seth Anziska; Jonathan Sekhar; Yiftach Ofek; Ezra Siller; James Uden; Stephen 
Wertheim; Ben Wurgaft; Tamsin Shaw; and Stan Kachnowski. 
And then, of course, my family. Ours has not been the most straightforward journey, but 
it is one that I would willingly make again. Natalie: from even before I was born, you have 
always and without exception been there for me. I am so happy that you now bring Josh – to 
whom I would also like to express my sincere gratitude – and Lev with you. Mum and Dad: 
although the academic world is, in many ways, foreign to you both, you have given me the most 
tremendous encouragement and support (Mo: I’m sorry about the pink jeep) over the past years. 





Nana, and Grandpa 
 
 1 
Introduction, or, What’s Modern about the “Modern Condition”? 
 
“Lucidity came to me when I at last succumbed to the vertigo of the modern.” – Louis Aragon1 
 
The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard once wrote of sin that, “It is present everywhere as 
something no one can lay hold of. No science can deal with sin satisfactorily, yet the simplest 
man can grasp it.”2 What Kierkegaard claimed of sin, I would suggest, is true of anxiety in 
contemporary society. In almost every conceivable field, anxiety inspires and provokes even as it 
terrorizes. Doctors diagnose it. Pharmacologists create ever more complex medications for its 
treatment. Scientists search for its chemical origins among neurotransmitter receptors in the 
amygdala. We find it expressed in the work of artists, movies, musicians, novelists, and poets. It 
is the subject of comic books and cover stories in nationally circulated periodicals.3 And it 
pervades our everyday language: we discuss our anxiety and the anxiety of others – of people, 
pets, races, religions, nations, environments, financial markets – with astonishing regularity. 
Anxiety has become a master trope of late modernity. 
Yet despite its near-ubiquity, it is not obvious that we have a clear sense of what anxiety 
actually is or means. Between January 2012 and July 2013, the New York Times published over 
70 articles on anxiety as part of its ongoing “Opinionator” series. The posts included scholarly 
                                                
1 Louis Aragon, Paris Peasant, trans. Simon Watson Taylor (New York: Exact Change, 2004), p. 114. 
2 Søren Kierkegaard, Journal entry, 1844 (month and date unknown), in “Selected Entries from Kierkegaard’s 
Journals and Papers Pertaining to The Concept of Anxiety,” in The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically 
Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin, trans. Reidar Thomte and Albert B. Anderson 
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 182. 
3 See, respectively, Sage Stossel, Starling (New York: InkLit, 2013); and Scott Stossel, “Surviving Anxiety,” The 




essays, works of fiction, confessionals, art, and humor; topics ranged from Kierkegaard to 
tattoos, “eco-angst” to yoga.4 “We worry,” declared the Times’s introductory blurb, which 
promised that the series would help to elucidate “how we navigate the worried mind.”5 But 
anxiety is not the same as worry; nor, indeed, is it synonymous with “panic,” “guilt,” “fear,” or 
even “dread.”6 This is not to fault the Times or its contributors for stylistic variation: dozens of 
articles on the technical definition of anxiety would not make for especially compelling reading. 
Nevertheless, the faculty of language offers human beings the ability to make fine distinctions 
between ostensibly interchangeable terms. In the present case, we would be well advised to seize 
the opportunity to differentiate anxiety from the concepts that masquerade in its place. Situated 
historically, the concept of anxiety conveys something distinctive and valuable; it speaks to a 
condition beyond the confines of contemporary diagnosis and discourse, one rooted in the very 
question of what it means to be a human being.7 
In this work, I seek to elucidate the process by which anxiety was transformed from a 
relatively obscure trope of nineteenth-century existential theology into our present-day medical 
diagnosis. There was nothing obvious or inevitable about this reconceptualization. Previously 
considered the exclusive domain of philosophers and theologians, anxiety was an unlikely 
                                                
4 See, respectively, Gordon D. Marino, “The Danish Doctor of Dread,” New York Times, March 17, 2012; Frank 
Lesser, “Tattoos for the Terrified,” New York Times, April 9, 2012; David Ropeik, “The Wages of Eco-Angst,” New 
York Times, February 26, 2012; and Sarah Herrington, “Child’s Pose,” New York Times, November 19, 2012. All 
accessed online at: http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/category/anxiety/ 
5 “The Opinionator: Anxiety,” New York Times. Accessed online at ibid. 
6 See, respectively, Kara Baskin, “Panic in Paradise,” New York Times, March 31, 2012; Ruth Whippman, “Guilt 
Trip,” New York Times, February 11, 2013; Tim Kreider, “Cycle of Fear,” New York Times, May 7, 2012; and 
Alison Nutting, “An Appointment with Dread,” New York Times, January 28, 2012. All accessed online at ibid. 
7 To take just one example, a number of the essays collected in the volume Fear conflate anxiety and fear without 
careful consideration of the differences between the terms. See, especially, Benjamin Lazier and Jan Plamper, 
“Introduction”; and Richard J. McNally, “Fear, Anxiety, and their Disorders”; both in Benjamin Lazier and Jan 




candidate to become one of the defining medical conditions of the postwar era. As Kierkegaard 
noted in his groundbreaking 1844 work The Concept of Anxiety, “it is obvious our subject is not 
one that may occupy physicians.”8 Yet little more than a century later, anxiety had become one 
of the most common medical diagnoses in the United States and western Europe. Today, anxiety-
related disorders afflict 18.1% of American adults annually, costing the economy billions of 
dollars in treatment and lost productivity.9 With little prospect of a decline in these numbers, 
illuminating the path from Kierkegaard to Klonopin can help us to understand the theologico-
philosophical origins and subsequent development of one of the most enduring socio-medical 
phenomena of the modern age. 
In what follows, I am going to understand the modern conception of anxiety in two ways. 
It is both a more or less stable medical diagnosis and a privileged mode for the expression of a 
shared set of culturally specific concerns. In its former guise, anxiety functions nosologically as 
an organizational category under which a cluster of disorders – at least a dozen, according to the 
DSM-5 – are grouped.10 Although the medical diagnosis is, perhaps inevitably, disputed, it is 
generally defined as a “future-oriented mood state associated with preparation for possible, 
upcoming negative events.”11 In its second form as a mutually recognized discursive attitude, 
anxiety has a considerably broader valence; as the Times’s “Opinionator” series suggested, 
                                                
8 Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic 
Issue of Hereditary Sin, trans. Reidar Thomte and Albert B. Anderson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 
1980), p. 62. 
9 Ronald C. Kessler, Wai Tat Chiu, Olga Demler, and Ellen E. Walters, “Prevalence, Severity, and Comorbidity of 
Twelve-Month DSM-IV Disorders in the National Comorbidity Survey Replication (NCS-R),” Archives of General 
Psychiatry, Vol. 62, No. 6 (June 2005), p. 617. 
10 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition: DSM-5 
(Arlington, VA.: American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013). 
11 Michelle G. Craske, Scott L. Rauch, Robert Ursano, Jason Prenoveau, Daniel S. Pine, and Richard E. Zinbarg, 
“What Is an Anxiety Disorder” Depression and Anxiety, Vol. 26, p. 1067. 
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anxiety tends to function as a synonym for a broad array of related terms. In this work, however, 
I will follow the existentialist literature in defining anxiety as an objectless fear. What 
distinguishes anxiety from “regular” fear is that the former lack a clear object; whereas I am 
always fearful of something – a tiger, say – anxiety enervates and endures precisely because of 
the absence of an identifiable object against which to fight or from which to flee. 
In following the existentialists’ formal definition of anxiety, I also follow their 
substantive premises: more than merely objectless, anxiety, according to my working definition, 
is also explicitly existential in nature. One of the central claims of the present work is that the 
modern conception of anxiety, in both its diagnostic and discursive forms, is a product of the 
existential tradition. As both a term and a philosophy, “existentialism,” is, of course, heavily 
contested. It has in recent decades also been become deeply unfashionable.12 The editor of one 
recent collection on the subject gave expression to both characteristics when he asked, “Is 
existentialism the repository of an identifiable set of philosophical ideas that might not merely 
have a history, but also a future?”13 Identifying existentialism as an “anti-ism,” meanwhile, 
Jonathan Judaken has argued that “existentialism, in principle, rejects a neat dictionary definition 
or formulation. It is not a consistent or systematic philosophy or approach to thought.”14 
                                                
12 There are, however, signs that existentialism is enjoying a minor renaissance as a subject for academic research 
Beyond the titles listed in subsequent footnotes, recent and forthcoming works on existentialism include Jack 
Reynolds, Understanding Existentialism (Durham: Acumen Publishing, 2005); Hubert L. Dreyfus and Mark A. 
Wrathall, ed., A Companion to Phenomenology and Existentialism (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006); Thomas 
Flynn, Existentialism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Kevin Aho, 
Existentialism: An Introduction (London: Polity, 2014); Jones Irwin, The Pursuit of Existentialism: From Sartre and 
de Beauvoir to Zizek and Badiou (Durham: Acumen Publishing, 2014); and Felicity Joseph, Jack Reynolds, and 
Ashley Woodward, ed., The Bloomsburg Companion to Existentialism (London: Bloomsbury, 2014). 
13 Steven Crowell, “Existentialism and its Legacy,” in Steven Crowell, ed. The Cambridge Companion to 
Existentialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 4. 
14 Jonathan Judaken, “Introduction,” in Jonathan Judaken, ed., Situating Existentialism: Key Texts in Context (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), p. 2. 
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While I am in general agreement with Judaken’s assessment of existentialism’s 
terminological failings as a description of a specific school of philosophy, I nevertheless believe 
that from an interdisciplinary perspective the term functions as a useful rubric under which to 
identify shared presuppositions or attitudes across otherwise disparate fields. This is especially 
important given that the subject matter of this work ranges far beyond the confines of 
philosophy, literature, and theology to include medicine, psychotherapy, and politics. With this 
in mind, I conceive of existentialism as a manner of orienting oneself toward the world that 
attempts to capture the paradoxical nature of human beings as entities capable of shaping our 
own existence, but only within drastically curtailed epistemological conditions. As finite 
creatures, firm knowledge of the meaning of life, the existence of divinity, the best way to live 
one’s life, and the experience of death (and its potential aftermath), lies beyond our purview; our 
ignorance, in turn, provokes a series of confounding emotional responses. From this perspective, 
as from others, anxiety presents itself as the existential archetype. However it is conceived – 
whether according to the contemporary medical definition of a fear of anticipated future events 
or the traditional philosophical conception of dread in the face of existence itself – anxiety is 
always carries with it an element of epistemic doubt. 
I thus reject Judaken’s description of existentialism as a “set of conversations about 
changes in the modern world.” Plenty of conversations have taken place over the last 150 years 
or so in response to the “shared situation” of modernity, but quite obviously not all of them have 
been “existential” in nature.15 We must distinguish a further criterion beyond the merely temporal 
that can enable us to distinguish Kierkegaard from, say, the Frankfurt School. Indeed, while I 
would not want to go to the opposite extreme of asserting a universal existentialism, existential 
                                                
15 ibid., p. 9. 
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impulses clearly predate the modern. Anxiety is a useful case in point: although this work begins 
with post-Enlightenment debates regarding the nature of evil, something like what we would 
today call anxiety is evident in the earliest works of the “Western” tradition, broadly conceived. 
Its origins could, in fact, be said to go back even further. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the 
earliest surviving works of literature, Gilgamesh is prompted into anxious speculation regarding 
the nature of existence following the death of his friend Enkidu: “‘Now there is a sleep-like spell 
on you, and you / are dark as well as deaf. / What state of being holds you now? Are you lost 
forever? / Do you hear my song?’”16 As we will see in chapter two, Gilgamesh’s concern for the 
“state of being” constituted by death bears more than a passing resemblance to the anxiety 
resulting from what Martin Heidegger termed “being-towards-death.”17 
Anxiety [cura or, more commonly, angor] and anxiousness [anxietas] were especially 
common themes in much of Roman literature.18 In his Tusculan Disputations, for example, 
Cicero suggests that belief in the immortality of the soul betrays the fact that “all are anxious, 
and that to a great degree, about things which concern futurity.”19 A few pages later, he notes that 
those who “think with care […] about the soul” find themselves “harassed with doubts and 
anxieties, not knowing how to proceed […] like a boat tossed about on the boundless ocean.”20 
Cicero’s term in these passages, angor, literally means “a compression of the neck, a 
                                                
16 The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet VIII, trans. Danny P. Jackson (Mundelein, IL.: Bolchazy-Carducci, 1992), p. 56. 
17 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (London: Blackwell Publishing, 
1962), p. 310/266. 
18 See, for example, the E.R. Dodds’s classic study Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety: Some Aspects of 
Religious Experience from Marcus Aurelius to Constantine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
19 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, trans. C.D. Yonge (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1877), Book I, XIV, p. 22. 
20 ibid., Book I, XXX, p. 41. For more on Cicero’s view of anxiety and related terms, see the translation and 
commentary Margaret Graver, Cicero on the Emotions: Tusculan Disputations 3 and 4 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002). Since Graver only translates Books III and IV of the Disputations, I have not used her 
translation for the previous two quotations, both of which come from Book I. 
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strangling.”21 It is derived from the Latin ango, which, in turn, is derived from the passive form 
of the Greek ἄγχω (agcho), meaning “to press tight, to strangle.”22 The connotation of 
constriction, of something pressing in, inherent to ango[r] and ἄγχω, I would argue, captures 
something of the present-day experience of anxiety as both psychologically or spiritually 
oppressive – we might, for example, speak of feeling trapped or paralyzed by the indecision 
prompted by anxious feelings – and physically debilitating – the latter most obviously in the 
breathing difficulties, especially shortness of breath, that accompany bouts of anxiety. 
Something of the dual meaning of anxiety is captured by Epictetus, the Greek Stoic 
philosopher of the Roman period. In a chapter of his Discourses entitled “Of Anxiety” [Περὶ τοῦ 
ἀγωνιᾶν (Peri tou agonian)], Epictetus writes of the man who, in the face of anxiety, “must 
needs tremble and turn pale.” Just as the physician can say of the person with a poor complexion 
that, “This man’s spleen is affected,” we can say of the person who is looking pale, “‘This man’s 
desire and aversion are affected.” For Epictetus, anxiety is the result of attempts to influence 
aspects of our life that lie beyond our control; we are, he writes, “anxious about our wretched 
body, about our trifling estate, about what Caesar will think, but are anxious about none of the 
things that are within us.”23 Although Epictetus’s definition of anxiety is somewhat closer to the 
modern meaning of “fear[ful]” than the one provided by Cicero, it is clear that the former 
                                                
21 See Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary, accessed online at: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/ho 
pper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0059%3Aentry%3Dangor 
22 See the Latin Word Study Tool, accessed online at: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l =angor&la=la& 
can=angor0&prior=v&d=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=anxietas&i=2#lexicon; and the Greek Word Study Tool, 
accessed online at: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fgxw&la=greek&can=a%29 %2Fgxw0 
&prior=a)/gkos#lexicon. 
23 Epictetus, The Discourses as Reported by Arrian, trans. W.A. Oldfather (London: William Heinemann, 1926), 
Book II, chapter XIII, pp. 299, 301. For more on Epictetus and the Stoic tradition of mastering the emotions, see 
A.A. Long, Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). Although the 
term for anxiety used by Epictetus – ἀγωνιᾶν (agonian) – looks very similar to the Greek term from which Cicero’s 
Latin angor is derived – ἄγχω (agcho) – they have different roots, with the former deriving from ἀγων (agon), 
meaning “to struggle or contest.” 
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understands anxiety as a pervasive psychological phenomenon, a concomitant of the mind 
reaching for knowledge and mastery beyond its natural limitations. 
Anxiety is also coextensive with the history of the Christian faith and its writings. In the 
New King James Version of the New Testament, for example, Jesus asks his disciples, “And 
which of you by worrying can add one cubit to his stature? If you are not able to do the least, 
why are you anxious for the rest?”24 The Greek word used here, µαριµναω (merimnaō), appears 
less than 20 times in the entirety of the New Testament and can be translated in various ways, but 
it conveys a meaning that goes beyond fear alone to suggest a longing for knowledge of divine 
processes. The writings of Augustine, meanwhile, contain frequent allusions to anxiety, often his 
own. In his Confessions, Augustine explains that God’s grace saved him from his “carnal 
concupiscence” and its consequences: “Amid increasing anxiety, I was doing my wonted 
business, and daily sighing unto Thee. I attended Thy Church, whenever free from the business 
of under the burden of which I groaned.”25 Salvation, he wrote, came quickly: “And we were 
baptized, and anxiety for our past life vanished from us.”26 In the absence of God’s grace, 
Augustine believed, there is nothing to separate man from the void of existence that is expressed 
through anxiety: “Angels fell away, man’s soul fell away, and thereby pointed the abyss 
[abyssus, literally, “ocean-depths”] in that dark depth.”27 Anxiety thus enervates the soul of those 
who cannot attain the life of quietus offered by grace. 
                                                
24 Luke 12:25-26, The Holy Bible, New King James Version (New York: HarperCollins Christian Publishing, 2005). 
25 St. Augustine, The Confessions of Saint Augustine, trans. E.B. Pusey (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2006), p. 87, 
8.6.13.  
26 ibid., p. 100, 9.6.14. 
27 ibid., p. 168, 13.8.9. For more on Augustine and anxiety, see Albert C. Outler, “Anxiety and Grace: An 
Augustinian Perspective,” in Constructive Aspects of Anxiety, ed. Seward Hiltner and Karl Menninger (New York: 
Abingdon Press, 1963), pp. 89-104. 
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For Martin Luther, as for Augustine, anxiety was both a personal experience to questions 
of faith and sin and a theological category. Luther frequently wrote of his Anfechtung, a kind of 
perpetual spiritual contest described by one Protestant scholar as “the terrible burden of 
unrelieved anxiety that arose from his guilt and the seeming inaccessibility of God’s grace.”28 
Luther gave expression to this devotional trial in an undoubtedly autobiographical letter to his 
friend and fellow Reformer Philipp Melanchthon: “With all my heart, I hate those cares by which 
you state that you are consumed. They rule your heart, not on account of the greatness of the 
cause, but by reason of the greatness of your unbelief. […] What good do you expect to 
accomplish by these vain worries of yours?”29 A century later, the French polymath Blaise Pascal 
defined “man’s condition” as one of “inconstancy, boredom, anxiety.”30 Despite – or perhaps 
because of – his Christian faith, Pascal was moved to similar doubts as those held by Luther. In 
one of many similar passages, Pascal gave expression to the fundamental anxiety of existence: 
 
When I see the blind and wretched state of man, when I survey the whole universe in its 
dumbness and man left to himself with no light, as though lost in this corner of the universe, 
without knowing who put him there, what he has come to do, what will become of him when he 
dies, incapable of knowing anything, I am moved to terror, like a man transported in his sleep to 
some terrifying desert island, who wakes up lost and with no means of escape. Then I marvel 
that so wretched a state does not drive people to despair.31 
 
                                                
28 David F. Wells, The Courage to Be Protestant: Truth-Lovers, Marketers, and Emergents in the Postmodern 
World (Grand Rapids, MI.: William B. Eerdmans, 2008), p. 127. 
29 Martin Luther, Letter to Philipp Melanchthon, 1530, in Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel, trans. Theodore G. 
Tappert (Philadelphia, PA.: Westminster Press, 1955), p. 146. 
30 Blaise Pascal, Pensées, trans. A.J. Krailsheimer (London: Penguin Books, 1966), p. 36, #24 (127). 
31 ibid., p. 88, #198 (693). For similar passages by Pascal, see also, ibid., p. 48, #68 (205); and pp. 158-59, #429 
(229). See also Rollo May, The Meaning of Anxiety, Revised Edition (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
1977), pp. 29-32. 
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As we will see, Pascal’s formulation is not too far removed from the Christian existentialism of 
Kierkegaard – or, indeed, the putatively secular ontology of Heidegger. What should be clear, 
even from this brief overview, is that expressions of anxiety can be found throughout our 
intellectual inheritance, especially among Christian writers. It is always worth noting that the 
deep historical ties between Christianity and anxiety should caution us against positing some 
kind of special affinity (or susceptibility) between Jews and anxiety; despite the best efforts of 
Woody Allen, the response to the question, “Do the Jews own anxiety?” must be a resounding 
no.32 
The elective affinity between Christianity and anxiety also raises important questions 
regarding the “secular” character of the latter. Secularization has, in recent years, become one of 
the more vexed terms in the intellectual lexicon.33 Where once it was taken to signify a decline in 
religious sentiment and practice in response to the privatizing demands of rational modernity – 
what Max Weber famously termed the “disenchantment of the world” – secularization today is 
more likely to denote a process by which religious presuppositions have continued to inform 
modern attitudes and institutions.34 As early as 1922, Carl Schmitt put forward a specifically 
political interpretation of the latter in his Political Theology, arguing that “All significant modern 
                                                
32 See Daniel Smith, “Do the Jews Own Anxiety?” New York Times, May 26, 2012. Accessed online at: 
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/26/do-the-jews-own-anxiety/ 
33 Beyond the titles listed in subsequent footnotes, prominent recent accounts of the dynamics of secularization 
include Grace Davies, Religion in Britain Since 1945: Believing Without Belonging (Malden, MA.: Wiley-
Blackwell, 1994); Ian Hunter, Rival Enlightenments: Civil and Metaphysical Philosophy in Early Modern Germany 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, 
Modernity (Stanford, CA.: Stanford University Press, 2003); Gil Anidjar, ‘Secularism’, Critical Inquiry Vol. 33,  
No. 1 (Autumn 2006), pp. 52-77; and Rob Warner, Secularization and Its Discontents (London: Continuum Books, 
2010). 
34 Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. H.H. Gerth and C. Wright 
Mills (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1946), p. 155. 
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concepts of the state are secularized theological concepts.”35 Between these two positions – what 
we might call Weber’s narrative of inexorable decline (or subtraction thesis) and Schmitt’s 
narrative of transparent concealment (or translation thesis) – lies a wide variety of positions and 
explanatory processes, including substitutions, replacements, and transplantations.36 Echoing 
Schmitt, Reinhart Koselleck argued for a straightforward translation, declaring that, “We know 
the process of secularization, which transposed eschatology into a history of progress.”37 A 
similar position has been advanced by Gianni Vattimo, who holds that Western secularity is 
nothing more than a kenosis, or emptying out, of fundamentally Christian content. The secular 
condition thus bears witness to the triumph of Christianity rather than its defeat: we are all 
Christian without even knowing it.38 
José Casanova, meanwhile, has argued that recent decades have seen a “repoliticization” 
and “deprivitization” of religion, while Marcel Gauchet has discerned the origins of the secular 
                                                
35 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology, trans. George Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 36. 
36 The final term belongs to Moyn. See Samuel Moyn, Origins of the Other: Emmanuel Levinas Between Revelation 
and Ethics (Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University Press, 2005), p. 13. According to Pecora, the idea of secularization as a 
translation was first given expression by Hegel’s concept of the Aufhebung, which was later refined by the likes of 
Hans Blumenberg, Jean-Claude Monod, and, arguably, Jürgen Habermas. See Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of 
the Modern Age, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge, MA.: The MIT Press, 1983); Jean-Claude Monod, La 
querelle de la sécularisation de Hegel à Blumenberg (Paris: Vrin, 2002); and Jürgen Habermas, Religion and 
Rationality: Essays on Reason, God, and Modernity (Cambridge, MA.: The MIT Press, 2002). For an account of 
Monod’s role in establishing secularization theory in France, see Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins, “French Laïcité and the 
Recent Reception of the German Secularization Debate into France,” Politics, Religion & Ideology, Vol. 12, No. 4 
(2011), pp. 433-47. For more on Habermas and the German context, see Peter E. Gordon, “Between Christian 
Democracy and Critical Theory: Habermas, Böckenförde, and the Dialectics of Secularization in Postwar 
Germany,” Social Research, Vol. 80, No. 1 (Spring 2013), pp. 173-202. On the “subtraction thesis,” see Peter E. 
Gordon, “The Place of the Sacred in the Absence of God: Charles Taylor’s ‘A Secular Age’,” Journal of the History 
of Ideas, Vol. 69, No. 4 (October 2008), pp. 651-56. 
37 Reinhart Koselleck, Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modern Society (Cambridge, 
MA.: The MIT Press, 1998), p. 10.  
38 See Gianni Vattimo, After Christianity, trans. Luca D’Isanto (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), p. 65. 
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within the basic impulses of monotheism itself.39 Vincent Pecora has attempted to tread the 
middle ground, arguing that the secular world finds itself in “some ambiguous relationship with 
religious tradition, neither translation and transformation, nor radical overturning and 
forgetting.” Nevertheless, he insists, the self-identification of the West is predicated upon a 
traditional reading of secularization, according to which “science” is seen as an “antidote to 
‘superstition’.”40 Charles Taylor could also be said to be split the difference, albeit in a rather 
different way. Secularization, he argues in his controversial A Secular Age (2007), is a process 
that “takes us from a society in which it was virtually impossible not to believe in God, to one in 
which faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others.” Far from 
than representing a subtraction, then, the secular condition is a product of the history and 
development of Latin Christendom; if we want to understand the modern world, we can only do 
so on the basis of the Christian tradition.41 
Throughout this work, I argue that anxiety was never entirely secularized – that, in other 
words, a subterranean theological core can be discerned within the phenomenon of anxiety over 
the approximately century and a half considered in this work. My claim is neither a thesis of 
translation nor (quite obviously) one of subtraction. Rather, I could be said to be following both 
Pecora’s formulation of an “ambiguous relationship” between modernity and the “enchanted” 
world that preceded it and Taylor’s assertion that contemporary phenomena – in this case, 
anxiety – are only truly comprehensible in light of their theological antecedents. The secular 
                                                
39 José Casanova, Public Religion in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); Marcel 
Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World, trans. Oscar Burge (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
A similar argument to Casanova’s can be found in Peter Beyer, Religion and Globalization (London: Sage 
Publications, Ltd., 1994). 
40 Vincent Pecora, Secularization and Cultural Criticism: Religion, Nation, and Modernity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2006), pp. 208, 17. 
41 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 3. 
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ambiguity of anxiety finds expression in the fact that, in the United States at least, a theological 
interpretation of the phenomenon played a decisive role in informing the wider culture until well 
into the 1960s. Whether other spheres of American society acknowledged it or not – and, as we 
will see in chapters five and six, for the most part they did – the conception of anxiety advanced 
within psychotherapy, politics, and the arts was a direct product of the tradition of existential 
theology heralded by Kierkegaard. This is not to claim that the object diagnosed and treated by 
present-day medicine and pharmacology remains identifiably religious. But it does suggest that a 
purely objective, quantified approach to conceiving of anxiety as a psychosomatic symptom is 
likely to overlook something of the subjective thematic content captured by the theological 
interpretation. 
Empirically, I have also been informed by Charly Coleman’s contention that from the 
perspective of Enlightenment historiography, “Secularization and resacralization should be 
regarded as complementary phenomena that arose in response to the problem of a radically 
transcendent, hidden God.”42 Indeed, it is precisely with the Enlightenment-era struggle to 
reconcile faith and reason, in the forms of sin and freedom, that my account of the history of 
anxiety begins. Kant was troubled by the question of how best to harmonize two seemingly 
mutually exclusive propositions. On the one hand, God was understood to be benevolent and 
omnipotent; man, as his highest creation, was taken to be created in His likeness. On the other 
hand, however, human beings appeared to be capable of carrying out great evil. If it were true 
that humans possessed the freedom to do evil, it would call into question at least one, if not all 
three, of the claims regarding the nature of God contained in the first proposition. One potential 
                                                
42 Charly Coleman, “Resacralizing the World: The Fate of Secularization in Enlightenment Historiography,” The 
Journal of Modern History, Vol. 82, No. 2 (June 2010), pp. 394-5. 
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solution was to argue that evil was in fact merely a privation of the good rather than a positive 
state in itself. Kant at times adopted this perspective, which effectively absolved God of 
responsibility for evil, but he also recognized that it raised a further problem: if we cannot will to 
do evil, can we truly be said to be free? 
Various attempts to (dis)solve the quandary were advanced by post-Kantian philosophers, 
before F.W.J. Schelling cut through the debate by arguing that the license human beings have to 
do evil was the result of man’s own choice. According to his retelling of the myth of original sin, 
human beings and God were originally united in an Eden-like scene Schelling termed the 
“center.” But man’s proximity to God’s radiance provoked anxiety regarding his own goodness; 
this anxiety caused man to flee the center and join a fallen world in which evil was possible. The 
account of the relationship between original sin and anxiety Kierkegaard put forward in The 
Concept of Anxiety can, in many ways, be understood as a more Christian and philosophically 
coherent version of Schelling’s story Kierkegaard held that the radical freedom with which 
human beings are confronted, in particular the license to choose whether we lead a life in 
accordance with divine precepts, produces within us a profound and dizzying sense of unease. 
Even for those who embrace a Christian path, knowledge of humanity’s inherent capacity for sin 
serves to intensify rather than ameliorate our experience of dread. From this perspective, he 
argued, anxiety could best be characterized as a psychological manifestation of humanity’s 
collective guilt for original sin. The only option facing the Christian who wished to pursue a life 
of genuine faith was to confront anxiety – not in order to defeat it, which is impossible, but in the 
hope of being “educated” by it. Resilient, authentic faith is the true lesson of anxiety. 
The Concept of Anxiety was Kierkegaard’s attempt to work out the ethical and existential 
implications of original sin. In the process, he also established the most distinctive features of the 
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philosophical interpretation of anxiety: the objectless “nothing” that lies at its heart, its 
inescapable ubiquity, and the difference between anxiety and fear. From a broader perspective, 
Kierkegaard’s turn to the existential implications of subjective states like anxiety can be 
understood as an attempt to recover a sense of individual agency in the wake of the German 
idealist interpretation of Kant’s transcendental notion of freedom. Whereas Kant had posited the 
power of human beings to determine their actions irrespective of external force or internal 
compulsion, Hegel argued that individual actions are merely the actualization of the potential of 
absolute Spirit [Geist], an all-encompassing force that aims at the unfolding of freedom on the 
stage of world history. States like anxiety, fear, boredom, and love represent a rejection of what 
Kierkegaard held to be the crushing, impersonal force of Geist. By prompting us to reflect upon 
the radical possibility inherent to every choice we make, anxiety plays an especially significant 
role in Kierkegaard’s wider project to rehabilitate personal autonomy. For Kierkegaard, freedom 
and anxiety are inextricably bound up with God – not the remote God of Hegel, for whom 
religion was just another manifestation of universal Spirit, but a God of faith and devotion. 
Following the discussion of Kierkegaard, the dissertation makes an approximately 70-
year leap to the early decades of the twentieth century. The chronological gap largely reflects the 
delayed reception of Kierkegaard’s thought within European intellectual circles. During the 
intervening decades, a number of medical accounts of something termed “anxiety” arose in the 
writings of prominent physicians, including Heinrich Wilhelm Neumann; Wilhelm Griesinger; 
Carl Westphal, who in 1871 categorized agoraphobia as a special type of anxiety; Carl Wernicke, 
who coined the term “anxiety psychosis”; and Emil Kraepelin, who attempted a nosological 
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survey of anxiety disorders in the sixth edition of his Clinical Psychiatry (1899).43 Rather than 
treating these accounts separately, I have taken Sigmund Freud to be representative of their 
general approach to psychopathology in general, and anxiety in particular. For all of its 
originality and brilliance, psychoanalysis was the product of a nineteenth-century mechanistic 
paradigm that generally understood phenomena like anxiety as corresponding to particular areas 
of physiology. In Freud’s case, anxiety was a response to conflicts (expressed quantitatively 
and/or psychologically) in the libido. Freud is also a useful proxy for the late nineteenth-century 
conception of anxiety in that he wrote considerably more on the subject than any of his medical 
predecessors, and hence it is in his work that we find the most elaborate treatment of the 
phenomenon. 
Rather than Freud’s libido-centric account of psychic functioning, I instead trace our 
present-day concept of anxiety to the phenomenological tradition’s reinterpretation of 
Kierkegaard. One of the key figures in the general rehabilitation of Kierkegaard’s reputation was 
Heidegger, although he did his utmost to minimize the relationship. Moving beyond the 
psychological approach of Kierkegaard, Heidegger identified anxiety as a “mood” capable of 
disclosing the structure of human existence. On the basis of his ontological reading, Heidegger 
argued that anxiety was a more basic and constitutive phenomenon of human being than 
Kierkegaard had allowed, one that was prior to religious belief. In this way, Heidegger was able 
to retain the distinctively existential elements of Kierkegaard’s understanding of anxiety while 
                                                
43 See, respectively, Heinrich Wilhelm Neumann, Lehrbuch der Psychiatrie (Erlangen: F. Enke, 1859); Wilhelm 
Griesinger, Die Pathologie und Therapie psychischen Krankheiten für Aertze und Studirende (Braunschweig: F. 
Wreden, 1861); Carl Westphal, “Die Agoraphobie: Eine neuropathische Erscheinung,” Archiv für Psychiatrie und 
Nervenkrankenheiten, Vol. 3, No. 1 (1872), pp. 138-61; Carl Wernicke, Lehrbuch der Geheimkrankenheiten für 
Ärtze und Studierende, I. Band (Kassel: Theodor Fischer, 1881); and Emil Kraepelin, Psychiatrie: Ein Lehrbuch für 
Studirende und Aertze, 6th Completely Revised Edition, II. Band: Klinische Psychatrie (Leipzig: Johann Ambrosius 
Barth, 1899), esp. pp. 538-57. For more on Griesinger, see chapter three of the present work; for more on Wernicke, 
see chapter four. 
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allegedly stripping it of theological significance. In keeping with the general trend identified in 
my earlier discussion of the secularizing process, however, Heidegger’s desacralization of 
anxiety was far from complete; rather, his philosophy as a whole retained residues of the 
Christian traditions – variously Catholic, mystic, and Protestant – that informed his personal and 
intellectual background. Indeed, as the final chapters make clear, it was in part the theological 
underpinnings of Heidegger’s philosophy that allowed a fully reenchanted concept of anxiety 
was one of many rival notions to emerge in postwar America. 
Chapters three and four are concerned with Ludwig Binswanger and Kurt Goldstein, the 
physicians responsible for developing the first sustained medical analyses of anxiety. 
Binswanger and Goldstein took an unusually broad approach to their respective fields of 
psychiatry and neurology, drawing upon literature, psychoanalysis, phenomenology, and 
existentialism in their diagnoses and treatment of patients. Despite their divergent professional 
and personal experiences, both concluded that the subjective, highly individualized accounts of 
anxiety presented by philosophers like Kierkegaard and Heidegger had their basis in an objective 
medical reality that had become widespread on a continent traumatized by the experience of 
World War I. Anxiety occupied a key role in Binswanger’s approach to psychiatry, which he, 
following Heidegger, dubbed existential analysis [Daseinsanalyse]. Binswanger conceived of 
anxiety as an inversion of love, which he in turn defined as a profound sense of rootedness. In 
the absence of love, the security of human existence undergoes a fundamental breakdown, 
resulting in pathological anxiety. From his experiences treating patients at his family’s private 
sanitarium in Switzerland, as well as the intersubjective philosophy of Martin Buber, Binswanger 
concluded that the psychiatrist’s task was to make anxiety bearable by rebuilding the patient’s 
capacity to experience love. 
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Goldstein’s reconceptualization of anxiety was more directly rooted in the devastation of 
World War I. As the director of Frankfurt’s Military Hospital for Brain-Injured Soldiers from 
1915-31, he attended to approximately 2,000 patients with war-related neurological injuries. His 
unusually long tenure at the hospital allowed Goldstein to observe the long-term rehabilitation of 
his patients, including their recovery from what he termed “states of catastrophe” back to ordered 
conditions. Based on his treatment of these soldiers, Goldstein concluded that catastrophic states 
were characterized by especially acute bouts of anxiety, as a result of which patients were unable 
to fulfill their existential goals in the world. Of equal significance, anxiety also produced a 
quantifiable impact on the patient’s physical health. In 1844, Kierkegaard had defined one of the 
central tenets of the philosophical interpretation of anxiety when he stated that “the object of 
anxiety is a nothing.” A century later, Goldstein demonstrated that the object of anxiety was, in 
fact, to be found in the measurable processes of the body and mind. In the process, he overturned 
Kierkegaard’s belief that it was a subject unsuited to medical analysis, placing what had once 
been a theological conceit at the heart of a comprehensive account of the functioning and 
significance of biological life. 
From the late 1930s, and especially following the outbreak of the Cold War, a popular 
discourse on anxiety took hold in the United States. “Now is the age of anxiety,” declared the 
poet W.H. Auden in 1947, a sentiment echoed by scores of writers in the coming decades.44 In 
the final two chapter, I explain how anxiety became a viable, and then dominant, diagnostic 
category across multiple disciplines in postwar America. The chapters are loosely structured 
around the New York Psychology Group, an interdisciplinary gathering of anthropologists, 
clinicians, philosophers, psychoanalysts, and theologians that met from 1941-45. Through an 
                                                
44 W.H. Auden, The Age of Anxiety: A Baroque Eclogue (New York: Faber, 1947), p. 3. 
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analysis of key members of the NYPG – including Erich Fromm, Paul Tillich, Seward Hiltner, 
Rollo May, and Carl Rogers – I trace the different ways in which anxiety was assimilated into 
these fields, arguing that the reception of Kierkegaard and, to a lesser extent, Binswanger and 
Goldstein was a necessary condition for the rise of an anxious idiom. Equally important to the 
formation of a discourse on anxiety were the alliances forged between Protestant institutions and 
their mental health counterparts, one result of which was the NYPG itself. Across a series of 
reports, conferences, publications, and working groups, theologians and psychotherapists 
investigated the spiritual and psychological meaning and implications of anxiety. In so doing, 
they played a significant role in disseminating a theologically informed understanding of anxiety 
to the wider public.  
In the second of the concluding chapters, I turn to the political significance of anxiety, 
arguing that a number of influential literary figures, psychotherapists, political theorists, and 
theologians co-opted an explicitly existential conception of anxiety into the Cold War struggle 
against global communism. Although it might initially appear to be debilitating, figures like 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Rollo May, and George Kennan argued that anxiety was a necessary 
consequence of freedom. Anxiety fuelled creativity and imagination, which accounted for the 
vitality of life in the capitalist West. By contrast, they continued, while the Soviet Union 
appeared untroubled by anxiety, it therefore also lacked freedom and its concomitants. In many 
ways, this brings us full circle: the relationship between freedom and anxiety suggested by 
Schlesinger et al was precisely the question that motivated Kierkegaard inquiries. Although the 
postwar Americans generally conceived of freedom from a political, rather than metaphysical, 
perspective, their accounts were informed in important ways by the Kierkegaardian reading of 
anxiety advanced by theologians such as Tillich and, especially, Reinhold Niebuhr.  
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As even this brief overview has made clear, anxiety has a long history. In its modern 
form, it goes back at least as far as Kierkegaard, who in turn was responding to debates that 
began in the late eighteenth century, if not earlier. The religious roots of anxiety, in turn, stretch 
all the way to the birth of Christendom. If, as I’m arguing, there is a basic, albeit occasionally 
shrouded, theological continuity to anxiety, and if anxiety has a history that dates back to Rome 
or even earlier, in what sense can one meaningfully speak of anxiety as a “modern” condition? 
What distinguishes modern anxiety from that which preceded it? The answer is that modern 
anxiety has the dual character outlined at the beginning of this introduction: where it has always 
given expression to a malady of the soul, anxiety is now also medical. Although his account of 
the phenomenon was avowedly non-medical, Kierkegaard was recognized by his successors as 
having ushered in new possibilities for the conception of anxiety. In the wake of the 
pharmacological revolution, however, we are danger of forgetting what came before. Anxiety 
has a rich and polyphonic past: it has been both sacred and profane, constructive and crippling, 
spiritual and physical. What was old must become new again – not in order to supplant the 
medical, but to bolster it with alternative resources. What follows is a modest attempt to uncover 
the origins of how anxiety became modern.  
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Chapter 1: Anxiety Between Freedom and Sin: Søren Kierkegaard and the Theological 
Roots of the “Modern Condition” 
 
“Illnesses do their work secretly, their ravages are often hidden.” – Edmond & Jules  
de Goncourt45 
 
Our analysis of anxiety’s journey from theological category to medical diagnosis begins with the 
Danish theologian Søren Kierkegaard, whose treatment of the subject in 1844’s The Concept of 
Anxiety has become, in the words of the Catholic phenomenology Louis Dupré, “one of the 
principal categories through which our epoch has come to understand itself.”46 As we will see in 
this chapter, anxiety was central to Kierkegaard’s existential theology. A universal phenomenon, 
Kierkegaard regarded anxiety as inseparable from both freedom and sin: the potentiality of the 
former, he argued, could only become actualized as the latter via the intervention of anxiety. In 
thus postulating a causal link between anxiety and the emergence of the possibility of sin, 
Kierkegaard was intervening in a debate regarding the nature of evil that went back at least as far 
as the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. At heart, this debate was concerned with the 
question of whether the freedom to do evil was compatible with a Christian conception of a 
benevolent God. The struggle of Kant and his successors, including Hegel and the young 
Schelling, to adequately account for evil led the later Schelling to break with the German idealist 
                                                
45 Edmond de Goncourt and Jules de Goncourt, Renée Mauperin, trans. unattributed (London: W.W. Gibbings 
1892), p. 239. 
46 Louis Dupré, “Of Time and Eternity,” in Robert L. Perkins, ed., International Kierkegaard Commentary, Volume 
8: The Concept of Anxiety (Macon, GA.: Mercer University Press, 1985), p. 111. All quotations from The Concept of 
Anxiety in this chapter are from Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Orienting 
Deliberation on the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin, trans. Reidar Thomte and Albert B. Anderson (Princeton, 
NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1980). Henceforth, The Concept of Anxiety will be referred to within the body of the 
text as CA and all page references will be provided in parenthesis. 
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tradition in favor of what we might term a proto-existentialist religious mysticism. Applying 
some of Schelling’s categories to a Christian framework, Kierkegaard conceived of anxiety as 
both a condition and a cause of the freedom to do evil. 
 Søren Aabye Kierkegaard was the youngest of seven children born to Michael Pedersen 
Kierkegaard and Ane Sørensdatter Lund on May 5, 1813.47 Michael had made a fortune as a 
merchant and hosier, in the process becoming one of the richest men in Denmark. The 
Kierkegaards’ position was cemented following a financial crisis precipitated by the English 
bombardment of Copenhagen and destruction of the Danish fleet in September-October 1807. 
While many businesses went bankrupt following the resultant devaluation of the Danish 
rixdollar, Michael had placed the family’s money in government backed gold bonds and emerged 
from the turbulence in an even more favorable position than before.48 As a young boy, 
Kierkegaard was considered precocious and mischievous; a cousin described him as a 
“frightfully spoiled and boy who always hung on his mother’s apron strings.” He earned the 
nickname Gaflen – “the fork” – after identifying it as the kitchen utensil he would most like to 
be. When asked to justify his choice, he explained: “Well, then I could ‘spear’ anything I wanted 
on the dinner table.” If anyone tried to prevent him from taking the food, he continued, he would 
spear them, too.49 
                                                
47 Much of what follows is indebted to Alastair Hannay, Kierkegaard: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001); and Joakim Garff, Søren Kierkegaard: A Biography, trans. Bruce H. Kirmmse (Princeton, 
NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
48 For more on the political and financial turmoil in early nineteenth-century Denmark, see Bruce H. Kirmmse, 
Kierkegaard in Golden Age Denmark (Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University Press, 1990), pp. 23-5. 
49 Garff, Søren, pp. 8-9. 
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 Growing up in one of the wealthiest families in Copenhagen, Kierkegaard’s childhood 
was very far from that of his father, a serf from the desolate flatlands of West Jutland. At the 
time of Michael’s birth in 1756, his family was still in servitude to a local priest – hence the 
name Kierkegaard, a corruption of the Danish word for churchyard or, more colloquially, 
graveyard.50 At the age of 12, Michael moved to Copenhagen to apprentice with an uncle in the 
cloth trade; after his formal emancipation nine years later, he founded a business importing 
textiles, fabrics, and other goods from Asia and the Caribbean. As a result of hard work, luck, 
and timely investments, Michael’s business prospered. In 1794, at the age of 38, he married 
Kirstine Nielsdatter Røyen, the sister of a business partner, but she passed away two years later, 
leaving Michael a childless widow. Soon after Kirstine’s death, Michael began an affair with his 
maid, a semi-literate girl known to her family as “little Ane.”51 The unintended consequence of 
Michael and Ane’s “unguarded moment of shared loneliness” was pregnancy.52 Maren Kirstine. 
Marriage was the only option in a deeply pious society and a few months later there first child, 
Maren Kirstine, was born. 
 Despite its unusual circumstances and the set of “scandalously mean-minded” conditions 
Michael imposed upon Ane, their marriage is generally considered to have been successful, 
lasting almost four decades until Ane’s death in 1834.53 If Kierkegaard’s writings are any 
indication, his parents appear to have exerted diametrically opposed levels of influence: in 
contrast to the many references to his father scattered throughout Kierkegaard’s writings, there is 
                                                
50 Hannay, Kierkegaard, p. 31. 
51 Garff, Søren, p. 6. The nickname was less an epithet than a practical means by which to distinguish Ane from her 
sisters, three of whom were also named Ane. 




not a single mention of Ane. By most accounts, Michael was a melancholic, autocratic, and 
overbearing patriarch, a self-made man who controlled every aspect of family life, especially 
following his early retirement in 1797. He was, like his (now) famous son, also riddled with 
guilt, anxiety, and shame, a product not only of his affair with Ane, but also a childhood incident 
in which the impoverished shepherd boy angrily cursed God for his hardship.54 Michael came to 
regard all of his family’s misfortunes as a punishment for his moment of youthful transgression. 
Despite, or perhaps because of, his long and prosperous life, Michael believed that his family 
bore the burden of divine retribution for his sin. And there was much to bear: by the time his 
youngest son turned 21, Michael had lost two wives and four children, while another son had 
gone insane. 
 Kierkegaard’s biographers have made much of the psychological impact of the death of 
his mother and siblings, his father’s gloomy disposition, and his isolated and solitary 
childhood.55 Although his experiences were not especially unusual in the nineteenth century, 
even for a prosperous family, it is easy to imagine that the events of his childhood had a 
profound effect on the development of such a sensitive child. As he later reflected in a journal 
entry of 1848, 
 
It is appalling to think even for one single moment about the dark background of my life right 
from its earliest beginning. The anxiety with which my father filled my soul, his frightful 
                                                
54 Lee C. Barrett III, Kierkegaard, (Nashville, TN.: Abingdon Press, 2010), p. 8. 
55 For the most recent attempt to “diagnose” Kierkegaard’s “pathologies,” see Johan Schioldann and Ib Søgaard, 
“Søren Kierkegaard (1813-55): A Bicentennial Pathographical Review,” History of Psychiatry, Vol. 24, No. 4 
(2013), pp. 387-98. 
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depression, a lot of which I cannot even write down. I acquired an anxiety about Christianity and 
yet felt powerlessly attracted to it.56 
 
As we will see, “anxiety about Christianity” is a succinct summary of the main theme of CA. But 
life in the family home at 2 Nytorv was not all bad. Although education came to him late in life, 
Michael was an imaginative and gifted thinker, a devotee of the eighteenth-century German 
rationalist philosopher Christian Wolff, one of the central figures in what Ian Hunter has called 
the “metaphysical enlightenment.”57 In a famous passage in his posthumously published 
Johannes Climacus, Kierkegaard described his father as a “very strict man, seemingly dry and 
prosaic, but underneath this rough homespun cloak he concealed a glowing imagination that not 
even his advanced age managed to dim.”58 Michael was also a member of the Congregation of 
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Moravian Brothers, an anticlerical Christian fraternity that emphasized sentiment and personal 
experience over the discipline and rationality espoused by the official Lutheran Church. 
Although Michael raised Søren and his other children within the State Church – much to his 
youngest child’s later and considerable displeasure – it is easy to see the legacy of Moravian 
teaching on Søren’s theological writings. 
  After attending the prestigious School of Civic Virtue, Kierkegaard enrolled at the 
University of Copenhagen in October 1830. Although he officially matriculated in theology, he 
studied widely, especially literature and philosophy. He began a lifelong fascination with 
Socrates, whom Kierkegaard regarded as the master ironist. Kierkegaard’s studies progressed 
slowly, leading to a temporary but serious falling out between father and son. Indeed, it was not 
until 1840 that Kierkegaard finally passed his exams; a year later, he completed his dissertation, 
On the Concept of Irony, which met with a mixed reaction from the faculty of philosophy but 
was eventually passed, earning Kierkegaard the title of magister artium.59 Around the same time, 
Kierkegaard formally ended his engagement to a woman named Regine Olsen, a decision from 
which he arguably never recovered.60 The two had first met in May 1837, when Kierkegaard was 
24 and Regine only 14. There was immediate and mutual attraction, but due to her age it was not 
until September 1840 that Kierkegaard proposed. Even before the proposal, Kierkegaard had 
been wracked with doubts about the relationship; although he was certain of their love for one 
another, he worried that married life was incompatible with the intellectual calling to which he 
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felt increasingly drawn. Kierkegaard summarized his dilemma in a famous passage from the first 
volume of Either/Or (1843): 
 
Marry, and you will regret it. Do not marry, and you will also regret it. Marry or do not marry, 
you will regret it either way. Whether you marry or do not marry, you will regret it either way. 
[…] Trust a girl, and you will regret it. Do not trust her, and you will also regret it. Trust a girl or 
do not trust her, you will regret it either way. Whether you trust a girl or do not trust her, you will 
regret it either way. Hang yourself, and you will regret it. Do not hang yourself, and you will also 
regret it. Hang yourself or do not hang yourself, you will regret it either way. Whether you hang 
yourself or do not hang yourself, you will regret it either way. This, gentlemen, is the 
quintessence of all the wisdom of life.61 
 
 In many respects, this passage can be said to encompass the main elements of 
Kierkegaard’s entire way of thinking. In it we see not only the basic thematics of personal 
despair, repetition, and radical – if, in these examples, perhaps (though not necessarily) futile – 
choice at the heart of human existence, but also the relentless drive to examine a given question 
from every possible perspective. The third and fourth formulations – “x or do not x, you will 
regret it either way” and “whether you x or do not x, you will regret it either way” – are neither 
synonymous nor interchangeable; rather, from a syntactical perspective, they represent 
alternative ways of framing the same question, which brings with it the possibility of generating 
alternative insights or conclusions. Kierkegaard brought this level of ceaseless self-scrutiny to 
bear on his relationship with Regine, with the combined pressure of finishing his dissertation and 
trying to resolve his feelings for Regine eventually driving him to illness. Years after ending 
their relationship, Kierkegaard continued to debate the question in his journal: “Suppose I had 
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married her. Let us assume it. What then? In the course of half a year or less she would have 
gone to pieces.” There is, he continued, “something spectral about me, something that makes it 
impossible for people to put up with me every day and have a real relationship with me.”62 
 Two weeks after definitively ending the engagement, Kierkegaard set sail for Berlin. He 
had planned to be away for 18 months, during which time he would attend the lectures of the 
German philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling. In the event, he lasted barely four 
months.63 Schelling had himself only recently arrived in Berlin after taking up the chair of 
philosophy that had been vacant since Hegel’s death in 1831. His Berlin lectures of 1841-2 have 
come to occupy an especially significant place in the history of modern philosophy, perhaps 
more for the distinguished audience – as well as Kierkegaard, Friedrich Engels, Mikhail 
Bakunin, Ludwig Feuerbach, and Alexander Humboldt, all of whom were critical of Schelling, 
were in attendance – than the content of Schelling’s philosophy.64 Kierkegaard’s initial response 
to Schelling was ebullient: “I am so happy to have heard Schelling’s second lecture – 
indescribably. I have been pining and thinking mournful thoughts long enough. […] Here, 
perhaps, clarity can be achieved. […] Now I have put all my hope in Schelling.”65 Within a few 
weeks, however, Kierkegaard’s tone had changed; informing his childhood friend Emil Boesen 
that he would be home sooner than expected, he requested that Boesen, “Please say that the 
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reason for my return is that I am extremely dissatisfied with Schelling, which by the way is only 
all too true.”66 And three weeks later: “Schelling talks endless nonsense both in an extensive and 
an intensive sense.”67 Kierkegaard made good on his promise to leave Berlin and never heard 
Schelling lecture again. 
 
Kant and the Problem of Evil 
 
We will return to the question of Kierkegaard’s relationship to Schelling shortly, but for now it is 
necessary to consider the trajectory of German philosophy in the half-century or so prior to 
Schelling’s lectures. Kierkegaard’s thought can, in many ways, be understood as a response to 
debates within German idealism from Kant through to Schelling. The decades following the 
publication of the first edition of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781) represented a 
watershed moment in the history not only of modern philosophy, but of modern thought in 
general. As Terry Pinkard has noted, German philosophy in this period “change[d] the shape of 
how not only Europeans but practically the whole world conceived of itself, of nature, of 
religion, of human history, of the nature of knowledge, of politics, and of the structure of the 
human mind in general.”68 The legacy of German idealism is especially evident in CA, which 
directly addresses one of the central themes of Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy: the nature 
of evil and its relation to the boundaries of human freedom. The existence of evil, and our 
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capacity as autonomous individuals to perform it, proved to be one of the most vexed questions 
of nineteenth-century philosophy. Indeed, the inability of German idealism to adequately address 
the problem of evil was one of the main factors contributing to the decline of the movement. 
 As Michelle Kosch has persuasively argued, one of the main questions facing Kant and 
those who followed him was the following: is evil merely an absence of the good – a position 
known as the negative conception of evil – or is it a thing in and of itself (the positive conception 
of evil)?69 Another way to phrase this question was to ask whether humans can consciously 
choose to do evil. If the answer is no – if I can never actively will evil – then human freedom 
appears to be drastically curtailed. If, on the other hand, human beings can intentionally perform 
evil acts, the problem of our lack of freedom is dissolved, but at the cost of raising difficult 
questions about the nature of God. After all, if everything in existence is the result of an act of 
creation on the part of God, if God is benevolent, and if man is the summum bonum of creation – 
all propositions that Christians of the time, including Kant, generally affirmed – why would He 
bring evil into the world and allow human to perform it? Either God’s omnipotence and/or His 
fundamental goodness would appear to be in doubt, none of which were acceptable conclusions 
for contemporary believers. 
 In order to safeguard the majesty of God, many philosophers of the time, including, 
occasionally, Kant, affirmed the negative conception of evil, according to which evil was merely 
a privation of the good. But Kant had an extra reason to deny the existence of evil: it appeared to 
be incompatible with the precepts of the categorical imperative, the autonomous (i.e. objective 
and self-willed) moral law he had first outlined in 1785’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of 
                                                




Morals.70 Kant’s second formulation of the categorical imperative exhorts human beings to “act 
as if the maxim of your action were to become by your will a universal law of nature.”71 The 
categorical imperative, in other words, is a procedure for determining the moral validity of any 
given course of action. By framing moral decisions in terms of their potential to be universalized 
(or not), we are able to convert our maxims, which Kant defines as “subjective principle[s] of 
acting,” into objective moral duties.72 But the ability to distinguish those maxims that can be 
coherently universalized from those that cannot requires the judicious exercise of human reason: 
it is incumbent upon me as a moral actor to recognize that the universalization of lying, for 
example, would result in widespread chaos. If I conclude otherwise, Kant says, it is merely 
because I have made a mistake in my moral calculation. 
 In this way, Kant defines evil acts as a failure to recognize one’s duty rather than a 
deliberate and intelligible act. As he put it in the Metaphysics of Morals (1797), “Only freedom 
in relation to the internal lawgiving of reason is really a capacity; the possibility of deviating 
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from it is an incapacity.”73 Or, as he asked in a series of notes from the late 1760s, “Can one also 
determine oneself to evil through a free resolution? No! one can be determined to [evil] only 
passively [i.e. through a failure to do good] or not at all, for the pure will indeed always remains 
and so cannot be bound.”74 While these conclusions were consonant with the spirit of Kant’s 
famous claim that he “had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith” - that is to say, 
Kant’s denial of the possibility that a rational human could will evil maintains the view of man 
as created in the image of a benevolent God - it left him vulnerable to the accusation that human 
beings lacked genuine freedom.75 
 Kant was aware of this problem. In 1793’s Religion within the Bounds of Mere Reason, 
he advanced precisely the opposite argument, arguing that humans “can well [i.e. indeed] be 
responsible for the propensity to evil which, since it concerns the morality of the subject and 
hence is to be found in the latter as a freely acting being, must be capable of being imputed to the 
subject as itself guilty of it.”76 A few pages later, he made the same point in more direct 
language: “The human being must make or have made himself into whatever he is or should 
become in a moral sense, good or evil. These two [characters] must be an effect of his free power 
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of choice.”77   Kant referred to acts undertaken in deliberate and knowing contradiction to the 
precepts of the moral law as a “radical innate evil in human nature.”78 Kant’s analysis in 
Religion built on a controversial essay, entitled “On the Radical Evil in Human Nature,” he had 
published the year before in the Berlinische Monatsschrift. The doctrine of radical evil made 
room for the exercise (and conscious violation) of human autonomy, but now Kant was faced 
with the other side of the problem, i.e. God’s responsibility for evil. Hence his volte-face (or, 
depending on how seriously one take’s his writings from the late 1760s, return to his original 
position) four years later in the Metaphysics of Morals. 
 Although contemporary Kantians have devised various ways to explain away or correct 
this apparent inconsistency in Kant’s thought, it was generally recognized as a problem by those 
who came after him.79 On the subject of evil, as on so many others, where Kant had led, his 
successors, including Schultz, Jacobi, Maimon, Reinhold, and Fichte, followed.80 For at least 15 
years, Schelling could be counted among those German idealists who, while critical of various 
aspects of Kant’s philosophy, worked within a fundamentally Kantian paradigm.81 Born in 
Württemburg in 1775, at the age of 15 he was admitted to the Tübingen Stift, a Protestant 
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Seminar in which he shared a room with two other seminal thinkers of his era, G.W.F. Hegel and 
the Romanticist poet and philosopher Friedrich Hölderlin. By 1798, aged just 23, he succeeded 
Fichte as “extraordinary” professor of philosophy at Jena.82 Although the history of philosophy 
has tended to treat Schelling as a mere “foot stool” or “foil” to Hegel, he played a central role in 
the overturning of German idealism, and especially the dominant position of Hegel’s thought, 
and the rise of what we today call existentialism.83 
 In his earliest writings, Schelling was broadly aligned with Fichte’s attempt to revise the 
grounds of Kantian transcendental idealism in such a way as to decisively put the noumenal 
beyond the reach of human knowledge (as Kant arguably had not).84 Following the 1797 
publication of his Idea for a Philosophy of Nature and 1800’s The System of Transcendental 
Idealism, Schelling advanced what he termed the Naturphilosophie, an a priori account of nature 
designed to “show how freedom was compatible with nature.”85 As the years progressed, 
however, Schelling began to have doubts about the coherence and even desirability of the 
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account of human freedom advanced by Kant and his successors, including himself. Among a 
number of problematic issues in post-Kantian philosophy, Schelling was concerned by idealism’s 
inability to subsume a robust conception of evil under the rubric of rational autonomy. The 
majority of his contemporaries simply ignored the issue of the human capacity for evil in favor 
of debating the conditions under which autonomy, understood as rational self-determination, 
could be achieved. Since the category of autonomy generally implied precisely the negative 
conception of evil advanced by Kant in the Metaphysics of Morals, i.e. evil as an absence of 
good rather than a thing in itself (a position to which Schelling himself initially conformed), it 
could shed little light on the apparent contradiction at the heart of Kant’s account of the 
subject.86 
 For Schelling, the inability of German idealism to resolve the question of evil pointed to 
the basic limitations of reason itself. His response, after five years of near silence, was 1809’s 
Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human Freedom, better known as the 
Freiheitschrift, in which he dramatically reconceived the relationship between freedom, rational 
autonomy, and evil. In the process, Schelling’s thought underwent a fundamental reorientation in 
which, in Kosch’s words, “Revelation replaced reason as the source of moral norms.”87 He could 
not have been more out of sync with the prevailing philosophical mood of the day. Two years 
earlier, Hegel had produced his Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), perhaps the definitive statement 
of post-Kantian philosophy’s faith in the power of reason – in this case, put into the service of 
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“manifest rational necessity,” i.e. absolute Spirit [Geist].88 Like the actions of individuals in 
general, evil was largely irrelevant to Hegel’s account of the historical unfolding of the 
“consciousness of freedom.”89 Indeed, Hegel allowed that certain individuals of world-historical 
significance might be forced to violate the ethical precepts of their day – “must necessarily 
trample on many an innocent flower,” in his vivid phrase – in order to advance the invisible hand 
of Spirit.90 
 Schelling regarded Hegel’s all-encompassing notion of Spirit as further evidence that 
“the most profound difficulties inherent in the concept of freedom will be just as little resolvable 
through idealism, taken by itself, than through any other partial system,” as he put it in the 
Freiheitschrift.91 Idealism, he continued, provides “only the most general concept of freedom,” 
which “leaves us no guidance […] as soon as we wish to enter into what is more exact and 
decisive.”92 Above all, idealism overlooks the fact that “the real and vital concept is that freedom 
is the capacity for good and evil.”93 Schelling now took aim at the entire tradition of German 
idealism, including Kant and his own previous views, declaring that the question of good and 
evil 
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is the point of most profound difficulty in the entire doctrine of freedom, one which has been 
perceived in all times and which does not affect merely this or that system but, more or less, all. 
Yet, it affects most noticeably the concept of immanence; for either real evil is admitted and, 
hence, it is inevitable that evil be posited within […] the primal will itself, whereby the concept 
of a most perfect being is utterly destroyed, or the reality of evil must in some way be denied, 
whereby, however, at the same time the real concept of freedom vanishes.94 
 
Having cut to the heart of the dilemma, his solution was to affirm a positive interpretation of 
evil. Human beings, Schelling argued, can consciously and without contradiction choose to do 
evil: “Man is placed on that summit where he has in himself the source of self-movement toward 
good or evil in equal portions: the bond of principles in him is not a necessary but rather a free 
one.”95 
 What follows is a dense and broadly panentheistic account of original sin, according to 
which evil is the result of man’s having strayed from God, which Schelling defines as a “living 
unity of forces.”96 At the beginning of existence, human beings were united with God in what 
Schelling terms the “center” [centrum]. Unable to “behol[d] constantly the luster of the divine 
and the truth,” however, man turned his gaze to “false pleasure[s].” “Thus,” writes Schelling, “is 
the beginning of sin, that man transgresses from authentic being into non-being, from truth to 
lies, from the light into darkness, in order to become a self-creating ground.”97 In the abyss 
revealed by the absence of divine love, human beings are confronted with both the evil within 
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them and their freedom to exercise it. Man’s awareness of good and evil, in turn, awakens 
anxiety, which Schelling described as the “fundamental sensation of every living creature” in an 
1815 version of his essay The Ages of the World.98 Realizing his inadequacy in the face of the 
divine Good, man is forced to flee the center. In this way, Schelling writes, “the anxiety [Angst] 
of life itself drives man out of the center in which he was created.”99 All subsequent history is 
thus the history of man’s attempt to rejoin the center.100 
 On the basis of his creation myth, as well as his definition of God as a being that 
encompasses all forces, positive and negative, Schelling was able to argue that although evil is a 
concomitant of God’s being, God is not thereby responsible for it.101 In his own words, “Joy 
must have suffering, suffering must be transfigured in joy. Hence, what comes from the mere 
condition or the ground, does not come from God, although it is necessary for his existence.”102 
Although it is hard to shake the feeling that Schelling has merely defined his way out of the 
problem, his argument represented a more or less coherent solution to the difficulty facing all 
positive accounts of evil, namely, how to avoid implicating God. By making human choice the 
basis of evil, he also advanced a vigorous conception of the self-determined character of 
autonomy, one that bears a strong resemblance to the concept of radical freedom Kierkegaard 
                                                
98 F.W.J. Schelling, The Ages of the World, trans. Jason M. Wirth (Albany, NY.: State University of New York 
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was soon to advance: “Man,” wrote Schelling, “stands on the threshold; whatever he chooses, it 
will be his act: but he cannot remain undecided because God must necessarily reveal himself and 
because nothing at all can remain ambiguous in creation.”103 
 When Schelling stood up to deliver his first lecture in Berlin 32 years after writing these 
words, little had changed in the world of philosophy. Although Hegel had been dead for a 
decade, his philosophy still reigned supreme.104 By most accounts, and despite great anticipation, 
Schelling’s lectures had little immediate impact; as we’ve seen in the case of Kierkegaard, many 
of those in attendance were disappointed by what they heard. As enthusiasm for his lectures 
declined, so did the audience; faced with the possibility of lecturing to half-empty halls (or 
worse), Schelling simply stopped giving them altogether.105 And yet within a decade or less, 
German idealism had been almost entirely discredited as a viable philosophical system, largely at 
the hands of those in Schelling’s audience (Kierkegaard, Feuerbach, Engels) and their 
associates.106 While no one successor wholly took up Schelling’s mantle – his philosophy, 
developed over almost half a century, was simply too wide-ranging and disparate to be affirmed 
in its entirety – discrete elements of his thought found their way into the doctrines of those who 
                                                
103 ibid., p. 41. 
104 In fact, as Pinkard notes, Schelling’s appointment was largely political, an attempt by Prussia’s new King 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV to unseat the authority of Hegel and the potentially seditious implications of his philosophy. 
Schelling’s brief to eliminate the “dragon-seed of Hegelian pantheism,” as the Prussian minister tasked with the job 
of recruiting Schelling is supposed to have put it, is somewhat ironic given his own reputation as a Spinozist and 
pantheist. See Pinkard, German Philosophy, p. 317. 
105 ibid., p. 318. 
106 Though not in attendance, Marx read a published version of Schelling’s lectures in 1843. 
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followed.107 Against Kant’s demand for the subordination of personal inclination to strict 
obedience to the autonomous moral law, Schelling emphasized the freedom to do evil; against 
Hegel’s abstract depiction of the march of absolute Spirit, Schelling pointed to the actual lived 
experience of existence. While it would be a stretch to describe the Freiheitschrift as the first 
work of modern existentialism, we might with some justification claim that Schelling laid the 
egg that Kierkegaard hatched. 
 The preceding discussion of the rise and fall of German idealism is significant to the 
development of anxiety in least two ways. First, it provides the necessary background through 
which to interpret Kierkegaard’s thought as an intervention in a series of philosophical debates 
regarding the status of reason, the scope of autonomy, and their relation to God, all of which can 
be traced back to Kant. More specifically, we will see that CA was a direct response to a problem 
within Christian philosophy: what is the origin and nature of evil and how does it impact upon 
human freedom? Establishing the specifically Christian – more precisely Protestant – character 
of anxiety is of particular importance given that one of the main claims of this work is precisely 
that anxiety retains a theological core even after its purported “secularization” at the hands of 
later generations of philosophers and physicians. As we will shortly see, what our excursus 
through the history of post-Kantian philosophy reveals is that Kierkegaard’s reaffirmation of the 
elective affinity between anxiety and Christianity was far from accidental; it was, rather, a 
logical, if dazzlingly creative, consequence of the attempt to dissolve the perceived antinomy of 
evil and freedom. 
                                                
107 See, for example, Karl Ameriks, “The Legacy of Idealism in the Philosophy of Feuerbach, Marx, and 
Kierkegaard,” in The Cambridge Companion to German Idealism, ed. Karl Ameriks (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), pp. 258-81. 
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 A consideration of the legacy of German idealism is also necessary to underline the 
influence, both positive and negative, of both Kant and Schelling on Kierkegaard.108 For, despite 
his protestations to the contrary, Kierkegaard’s thought, and in particular CA, owes a great deal 
to the later Schelling. The latter’s emphasis on the radical freedom confronting human beings; 
his rehabilitation of a positive conception of evil; and, crucially, his attempt to explain the 
emergence of anxiety via a myth of original sin: all would find their way, in more or less 
modified form, into CA. Even Schelling’s characterization of anxiety, which he likened to “the 
man who, standing on a high peak, is seized by dizziness and seems to hear a hidden voice 
calling to him, telling him to fall,” is echoed in Kierkegaard’s declaration that “He whose eye 
happens to look down into the yawning abyss becomes dizzy. […] Hence anxiety is the dizziness 
of freedom.”109 There are, however, crucial differences between their accounts. For one thing, 
while Kierkegaard was far from an orthodox Protestant, he could not accede to Schelling’s quasi-
Spinozist panentheism. For another, anxiety was not a central concern of Schelling’s philosophy, 
as a result of which his treatment of the concept is relatively underdeveloped. It would be left to 
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Kierkegaard to provide a systematic account of the origin, meaning, and consequences of human 
sin and its relation to anxiety. 
 
The Concept of Anxiety 
 
Kierkegaard began writing CA around November 1843.110 Less than four months later, he had a 
completed version, which was published on June 17, 1844.111 He was in the midst of one of the 
most productive periods in the history of philosophy: in an 18-month period beginning in 
February 1843, Kierkegaard published the 800-page Either-Or, Fear and Trembling, Repetition 
(all 1843), the Philosophical Fragments (1844), 15 of his “edifying discourses,” and other 
shorter works, as well as CA itself. It has been suggested that the frantic pace of Kierkegaard’s 
writing was another consequence of his father’s mournful temperament: early in Søren’s life, 
Michael had shared his conviction that his childhood curse against God had doomed his children 
to die before the age of 34 (the age at which Jesus was crucified).112 And, indeed, of Michael’s 
seven children, only Søren and his brother Peter, later to become Bishop of Aalborg, lived 
beyond 34. The rapid pace of composition arguably took its toll on the text: for all of its 
brilliance and originality, CA is, in the words of Gordon Marino, a “maddeningly difficult” 
                                                
110 Hannay, Kierkegaard, p. 207. All quotations from The Concept of Anxiety will henceforth be given in parenthesis 
in the body of the text. 
111 Garff, Søren, p. 267. 




work.113 In particular, the book is structured in such a way as to make a linear reading extremely 
challenging, a feature exacerbated by Kierkegaard’s (perhaps self-performative) tendency to 
repeat himself throughout. 
 Anxiety had been an enduring theme of Kierkegaard’s work long before the publication 
of CA. It is, for example, central to Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard’s famous analysis of 
Genesis 22, in which God tests Abraham’s faith by commanding him to sacrifice his son, Isaac. 
Kierkegaard opens Fear and Trembling by noting that, although we exalt Abraham’s example, in 
so doing, we pass over the paradoxical and traumatic nature of the whole incident. “What is 
omitted from Abraham’s story is the anxiety,” he declared; “We forget it and yet we want to talk 
about Abraham.”114 To speak meaningfully of Abraham, Kierkegaard continued, “I would first 
of all describe the pain of the ordeal. To that end, I would, like a leech, suck all the anxiety and 
distress and torment out of a father’s suffering in order to describe what Abraham suffered, 
although under it all he had faith.”115 But as the biographical presentation at the beginning of this 
chapter indicated, anxiety was of more than just academic significance to Kierkegaard. In a 
journal entry dating to 1837, he noted that, “Deep within every human being there still lives the 
anxiety over the possibility of being alone in the world, forgotten by God, overlooked among the 
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millions and millions in this enormous household.”116 And two years later, on May 12, 1839, he 
confessed that, 
 
All existence makes me anxious, from the smallest fly to the mysteries of the Incarnation; the 
whole thing is inexplicable to me, I myself most of all: to me all existence is infected, I myself 
most of all. My distress is enormous, boundless; no one knows it except God in heaven, and he 
will not console me; no one can console me except God in heaven and he will not take 
compassion on me.117 
 
 As these passages suggest, anxiety was, for Kierkegaard, inextricably tied to the personal 
experience of religion. If CA could be said to have one unifying argument, it is that anxiety is the 
psychological manifestation of humanity’s collective guilt for original – or, as Kierkegaard has 
it, hereditary – sin. In many ways, sin could be said to be as central to CA as anxiety itself, and it 
is here that Kierkegaard begins his analysis. In the introduction, he argues that sin is an 
especially elusive subject: as soon as it is approached from the perspective of psychology, 
esthetics, or metaphysics, it ceases to be itself and is transformed into a reflection of the 
discipline through which it is studied. This is what Kierkegaard means when he states that, 
“Whenever the issue of sin is dealt with, one can observe by the very mood whether the concept 
is the correct one. For instance, whenever sin is spoken of as a disease, an abnormality, a poison, 
or a disharmony, the concept is falsified.” (15) Like a theological counterpart to the Copenhagen 
interpretation of quantum mechanics, advanced by Kierkegaard’s compatriot Niels Bohr 80 years 
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after the publication of CA, Kierkegaard is arguing that sin is transformed in the very act of 
observation. 
 Even ethics, which Kierkegaard characterizes in broadly Kantian terms – “What is said of 
the law is also true of ethics,” he writes: “it is a disciplinarian that demands.” (16) – is unable to 
adequately grasp sin, albeit for a different reason. As an “ideal science,” ethics is characterized 
by a relentless drive to assert itself even in the face of impossible odds (17). But sin resists every 
effort to be tamed at the hands of ethics; in Kierkegaard’s memorable phrase, “The first ethics 
was shipwrecked on the sinfulness of the single individual.” (20) Ethics founders in the course of 
its struggle with sin because the latter constantly withdraws into itself, always remaining beyond 
the range of ethics until, finally, it reveals its true nature as something that transcends the 
individual. Although Kierkegaard’s language here, as elsewhere in the text, remains 
extraordinarily taut and precise, his tone and syntax convey the uncanny, even phantasmagorical, 
character of sin’s triumph: “Then all is lost for ethics, and ethics has helped to bring about the 
loss of all. A category that lies entirely beyond its reach has appeared.” (19) That category is 
hereditary sin, which, by its very nature as something inherited and shared, shifts the field of 
combat from the individual to humanity as a whole. It is in this sense that the “single individual” 
shipwrecked the first ethics; as he notes in chapter one, “At every moment, the individual is both 
himself and the race.” (28) 
 One easily overlooked implication of Kierkegaard’s treatment of the conflict between 
ethics and sin is that the latter remains fundamentally unknown to us. Although ethics, in 
contrast to disciplines like psychology and metaphysics, was able to uncover much about the 
provisional form of sin, it was powerless to elucidate the true, hereditary nature of sin. Another 
way of putting this would be to say that ethics merely succeeded in bringing to light the real 
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object of our ignorance. The failure of ethics, to return to an earlier point, merely reiterates the 
slippery character of sin. One of the polemical targets of Kierkegaard’s insistence that sin cannot 
be analyzed through to an external system is Hegel.118 Against the latter’s tendency to subsume 
“all things” to a totalizing metaphysical system (20), Kierkegaard makes a plea for the integrity 
of disciplinary boundaries.119 To that end, and in order to avoid doing violence to the true nature 
of sin, Kierkegaard argues that it must be approached via an intermediary that can be understood 
psychologically. He assigns the task of elucidating sin to anxiety. This is not an accident: 
although Kierkegaard does not (yet) explain the precise nature of their relationship, anxiety and 
sin are mutually interdependent. It is only in the process of revealing sin that anxiety itself is 
revealed, as Kierkegaard confirms: “The mood of psychology is that of a discovering anxiety, 
and in its anxiety psychology portrays sin, while again and again it is in anxiety over the 
portrayal that it itself brings forth.” (15) 
 According to the formal schema of CA, then, anxiety is primarily a tool for uncovering 
something else, that is to say, sin. More specifically, Kierkegaard is going to use anxiety to 
explain the origin of sin, which arises not by “necessity” but as a result of man’s “freedom.” It is 
the freedom inherent in sin that makes it an appropriate topic for psychological investigation: 
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“sin’s real possibility,” he writes, “is a subject of interest for psychology.”120 (21) As we will see 
in the following chapter, Martin Heidegger pursued the same strategy in Being and Time, in 
which anxiety is used as an entry point through which to explore the structure of being (or, more 
precisely, the entity capable of raising the question of being in the first place, i.e., humans). In 
both cases, however, the analysis of anxiety becomes essential for elucidating the (purportedly) 
“true” objects of Kierkegaard and Heidegger’s investigations, namely, sin and being, 
respectively. 
 It is in chapter one that Kierkegaard fully develops his account of the codependency of 
anxiety and sin. He begins by arguing that all individuals simultaneously stand for both 
themselves and the species (or “race”) as a whole. Given this, it is to Adam that we must turn in 
order to account for sin, for “that which explains Adam also explains the race and vice versa.” 
(29) More specifically, since Adam was responsible for the first sin (not Eve, a point to which 
we will return below), it is therefore the case that “By Adam’s first sin, sin came into the world.” 
(32) In what sense can sin be said to arise from itself? Prior to the Fall, humans lived in a state of 
innocence, which was, Kierkegaard argues, by its very nature also a state of ignorance. Despite 
the “peace and repose” of such a state, however, there arises within humans an awareness of 
something else, a beyond innocence. Since innocence is simultaneously ignorance, the form that 
something takes is unknown to us; more than that, it is quite literally “nothing.” But that nothing, 
against which innocence is unable even to struggle, points, in turn, to something, namely, 
anxiety: “This is the profound secret of innocence, that it is at the same time anxiety.” (41) 
                                                
120 It should be pointed out here that Kierkegaard’s contrast between necessity and freedom is, for all practical 
intents and purposes, a false distinction. The entire point of the hereditary nature of original sin is that man’s 
freedom inevitably condemns him to sin; in the wake of the Fall, humans cannot not sin. This point raises potentially 
interesting questions about the nature of “freedom,” as Kierkegaard conceives the topic. 
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 Adam was first made aware of the unknown something (which is to say, nothing) that lies 
beyond innocence when God issued His prohibition against eating from the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil. Because innocence is also ignorance, Adam could not understand the meaning of 
God’s words: the distinction between good and evil, as well as the threat of death (another 
unknown concept), merely signaled the potentiality of undetermined possibilities beyond 
innocence. The uncertainty inherent to the situation produced anxiety, which simultaneously 
raised the possibility of freedom and the specter of sin. As Kierkegaard put it, “The prohibition 
induces in [Adam] anxiety, for the prohibition awakens in him freedom’s possibility.” (44) 
Adam’s ignorance of the terms of God’s prohibition has important implications. From one 
perspective, he could be said to be absolved from responsibility for the fall into sin because his 
curiosity was only aroused by God and he remained literally unaware of what evil and sin were. 
Equally, however, one can – and Kierkegaard does – conclude that precisely because it results 
from Adam’s curiosity, sin is an endogenous or self-generating condition: “every man,” he 
writes, “is tempted by himself.” (48) As he put it in his journal, “Anxiety makes the individual 
powerless, and the first sin always occurs in weakness; therefore it apparently lacks 
accountability, but the lack is the real trap.”121 
 In this regard, the serpent is little more than a supporting actor in the Biblical story of the 
Fall. As soon as the temptation to sin entered Adam, innocence was already lost; the eating of the 
forbidden fruit merely instantiated the prior psychological fact of man’s decline from innocence. 
Adam is simultaneously attracted to and repelled by anxiety: although fearful of God’s 
prohibition, he is also intrigued by the potentiality inherent to possibility. Kierkegaard thus 
characterizes anxiety as a desire (for something unknown) that we nevertheless fear. It is 
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precisely this paradoxical feature of anxiety that Kierkegaard gave expression to in his famous – 
perhaps notorious – statement that “Anxiety is a sympathetic antipathy and an antipathetic 
sympathy.” (42) In a journal entry from 1842, Kierkegaard expanded on the seductive power of 
anxiety, which he compared to “an alien power which grips the individual, and yet he cannot tear 
himself free from it and does not want to, for one fears, but what he fears he desires.”122 Or, as he 
put it in CA, “flee away from anxiety, he cannot, for he loves it; really love it, he cannot, for he 
flees from it.” (44) 
 The topographical shift from the tree of knowledge to the domain of inner spirit has 
important consequences for Kierkegaard’s characterization of Eve’s role in the Fall. Most 
immediately, his account drastically reduces the significance of the specific act of transgression, 
that is, her consumption of the apple. At the same time, however, he makes it clear that although 
sin originated in Adam, this is little more than a chronological anomaly. As the result of a 
“weakness” inherent in the female character, Kierkegaard insists that women are more 
susceptible to anxiety and, therefore, sin. The factor to which Kierkegaard refers is the 
“sensuousness” of women, which is evident not merely in their “physical structure,” (64) but also 
in the act of procreation, which represents the “culminat[ion]” of “woman’s life.” (66) 
Kierkegaard claims that he does not mean to indict women on account of their higher levels of 
anxiety. Although it is true that Eve seduced Adam, “from this it in no way follows that her guilt 
is greater […] and still less that anxiety is an imperfection” (64); the “inability to become 
anxious,” he noted in a draft of CA, “is proof that a person is either a beast or an angel.”123 
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Nevertheless, it is on the basis of women’s sensuousness that Kierkegaard is able to characterize 
anxiety as a “feminine weakness in which freedom faints.” (61) 
 The relationship between freedom and anxiety is, to say the least, complex. In one of his 
more obscure formulations, Kierkegaard asserts that “anxiety is freedom’s actuality as the 
possibility of possibility.” (42) By this, he means that anxiety appears not at the moment of the 
actualization of freedom, i.e. the decision to exercise good or evil, but at the moment in which it 
becomes possible to conceive of (the formal possibility of) freedom – or, perhaps more precisely, 
immediately following this moment. To phrase matters another way, the first possibility (P1) 
represents man’s awareness that there is such a thing as freedom (to choose, to act, to do good or 
evil, etc.). In Kierkegaard’s words, “Freedom’s possibility announces itself in anxiety.” (74) The 
second possibility (P2) occurs when we actualize the potential of P1 and are faced with a 
concrete situation in which to exercise our freedom. In order to transition from P1 to P2, we need 
an intermediate stage, which is anxiety (49). Anxiety thus plays the role of midwife in freedom’s 
transition from one form to another, as Kierkegaard suggests when he defines anxiety as 
“entangled freedom, where freedom is not free in itself but entangled […] in itself.” (49) From 
the possibility of sin, anxiety emerges; what follows anxiety, we may say, is life itself.124 
 The entangled relationship between sin, freedom, and anxiety helps to shed light on 
perhaps the single most defining characteristic of anxiety, not just in CA, but throughout the 
subsequent history of the phenomenon: in contrast to fear, anxiety has no object. Or, as 
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Kierkegaard repeatedly puts it, “the object of anxiety is a nothing.” (77) The indefinite article 
here is crucial: Kierkegaard is not saying that anxiety has no object; it does have an object, but 
that object is itself fundamentally indeterminate. Since anxiety is a product of P1, it is, in a sense, 
self-referential: rather than attaching itself to a tangible object, it is capable only of worrying 
about the conditions under which P2 is formally possible. As Kierkegaard states, “anxiety is the 
dizziness of freedom, which emerges when […] freedom looks down into its own possibility.” 
(61) By contrast, the concerns that arise from P2, from the actualization of the potentiality of 
freedom, are fears in the face of actual things. But one should not conclude from anxiety’s 
objectlessness that it is in some sense trivial or benign. Quite the opposite: it is precisely because 
anxiety can have no object that the phenomenon is so potent. As Kierkegaard put it in the final 
chapter of CA, 
 
no Grand Inquisitor has such dreadful torments in readiness as anxiety has, no secret agent 
knows as cunningly as anxiety how to attack his suspect in his weakest moment or to make 
alluring the trap in which he will be caught, and no discerning judge understands how to 
interrogate and examine the accused as does anxiety, which never lets the accused escape, 
neither through amusement, nor by noise, nor during work, neither by day nor by night. (155-6) 
 
 There are two broad reasons for the debilitating nature of anxiety, both of which follow 
directly from its lack of object. The first is that, as a signal of possibility, anxiety points toward 
the uncertainty of existence itself. Whenever we come in contact with anxiety, we are confronted 
with the totality of our as yet unrealized hopes, dreams, and also fears: “No matter how deep an 
individual has sunk, he can sink still deeper, and this ‘can’ is the object of anxiety.” (113) 
Moreover, the burden of knowing that we are responsible for the course of our lives, that “in 
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possibility all things are equally possible,” bring the reality of our life as it is currently being 
lived into stark relief. It is in this sense that Kierkegaard was able to declare that “possibility is 
the weightiest of all categories.” (156)  
 The second reason that anxiety constitutes “the most terrible kind of spiritual trial” is 
because it lies beyond the possibility of a cure.125 Only the “spiritless,” those who “defrau[d] 
possibility,” can avoid being ensnared by anxiety (157). Although the spiritless appear to be 
happy and content, they mistake false idols for truth and worshi[p] a dunce and a hero with equal 
veneration.” (95) Moreover, Kierkegaard insists, the spiritless never truly avoid anxiety, which 
always remains “hidden and disguised,” waiting to strike at any opportunity (96). It is the 
possibility of freedom that brings forth anxiety, and since freedom is a constitutive feature of 
human existence in the post-lapsarian world, so is anxiety. As Kierkegaard put it in 1849’s The 
Sickness Unto Death, 
 
Just as a physician might say that there very likely is not one single living human being who is 
completely healthy, so anyone who really knows mankind might say that there is not one single 
living human being who does not despair a little, who does not secretly harbor an unrest, an inner 
strife, a disharmony, an anxiety about an unknown something or a something he does not even 
dare to try to know, an anxiety about some possibility in existence or an anxiety about himself, 
so that, just as they physician speaks of going around with an illness in the body, he walks 
around with a sickness, carries around a sickness of the spirit that signals its presence at intervals 
in and through an anxiety he cannot explain.126 
                                                
125 Søren Kierkegaard, Journal entry 1850 (month and date unknown), Journals and Papers, Volume 2: F-K, trans. 
Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University Press, 1970), p.121, entry #1401. 
126 Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and 
Awakening, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 22. In 
many ways, The Sickness Unto Death, written under the pseudonym of Anti-Climacus, can be regarded as a sequel 
to CA. Its subject matter - the “sickness” of the title - is despair, which Kierkegaard conceives of as a dialectical 
stage beyond anxiety. In despair, we are unable to meet the demands of authentic selfhood, which is measured 
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 Rather than fleeing from anxiety into spiritlessness, then, Kierkegaard argues that the 
only authentic possibility is to be “educated” by anxiety, that is, “to learn to be anxious in order 
that he may not perish either by never having been in anxiety or by succumbing in anxiety. 
Whoever has learned to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate.” (155) The stakes 
of this “adventure” are high and Kierkegaard admitted that “that whoever is educated by 
possibility is exposed to […] the danger of a fall, namely, suicide.” (158-9). But the rewards are, 
he believes, greater still. It is only through anxiety that we can attain genuine faith, which 
Kierkegaard, following Hegel, defines as “the inner certainty that anticipates infinity.” (157) 
Faith in God’s infinitude is the only true bulwark against the terror of death, into which all 
possibilities inevitably collapse: “whoever has truly learned how to be anxious,” Kierkegaard 
concludes, “will dance when the anxieties of finitude strike up the music and when the 
apprentices of finitude lose their minds and courage.” (161-2) Thus, although anxiety can never 
truly be vanquished, if we have any interest in living an authentic, faithful existence, we should 





                                                                                                                                                       
according to the standards of God. Thus we flee, whether knowingly or not, from our earthly commitments, in the 
process losing ourselves. Simultaneously, however, we also lose the eternal of God, which is the real tragedy of 
despair. As Kierkegaard put it, the individual in despair “despairs of the eternal, […] despairs over himself, over 
being so weak that he attributes such great significance to the earthly, which now becomes for him the despairing 
sign that he has lost the eternal and himself.” ibid., p. 61. Precisely because despair lies beyond anxiety, however, 
the latter is only briefly discussed in The Sickness Unto Death, and only then in order for Anti-Climacus to reiterate 





Anxiety was Kierkegaard’s solution to the problem of evil. Kant had struggled to reconcile a 
robust conception of human freedom with the demands of a more or less orthodox Protestant 
conception of God. Oscillating between positive and negative conceptions of evil, Kant was 
unable to definitively answer the question of the existence (or not) of evil. Although Hegel 
claimed that “it is in world history that we encounter the sum total of concrete evil,” his 
treatment of the subject generally remained at a high level of abstraction.127 To the extent that 
evil figured in his philosophy, it was as a negation to be overcome within the dialectical 
resolution of absolute Spirit, what Joseph McCarney has called the “teleological comedy of the 
ultimate purpose of the world.”128 Perceiving the inadequacy of both approaches, the later 
Schelling turned his back on idealism, arguing that the possibility of doing evil was central to 
any account of human freedom. In his analysis of the vast gap between human nature and divine 
love, Schelling provided a preliminary sketch of anxiety as the force that drives man from the 
unity of the “center.” 
 On the basis of his psychological reading of the phenomenon, Kierkegaard posited 
anxiety as an intermediate stage through which possibility must pass en route to realizing its 
potentiality as freedom to sin. Thus, although it was God who first spoke of evil, it was man’s 
own anxious curiosity that led the human race into sin. Since, as Kierkegaard repeatedly noted, 
“at every moment, the individual is both himself and the race,” (28) the process by which Adam 
                                                
127 G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History: Introduction, trans. H.B. Nisbet (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 43. 
128 Joseph McCarney, Hegel on History (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 199. 
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fell into sin is repeated anew in all subsequent generations: human beings emerge as innocent 
and choose sin. Thus, by “hereditary” Kierkegaard means a tendency in human psychology fated 
to be reenacted and reaffirmed on an individual basis, rather than the kind of phylogenetic 
inheritance Freud suggested as an explanatory mechanism to account for the universality of the 
Oedipal complex.129 In this way, Kierkegaard combined Schelling’s panentheistic conception of 
freedom with (something like) the Christian presuppositions of Kant. 
 The Concept of Anxiety was foundational to subsequent efforts to delineate the meaning 
and significance of the phenomenon. Perhaps more importantly, Kierkegaard’s analysis of 
anxiety was recognized to be foundational, even if some of his successors tried to conceal their 
debt. In particular, as we will see, his characterization of anxiety as, in essence, objectless fear 
was repeated in one form or another by all of the figures in the existential tradition. From the 
perspective of physicians such as Ludwig Binswanger and, less straightforwardly, Kurt 
Goldstein, Kierkegaard great contribution was to demonstrate that, in his words, “In the 
psychological deliberation, […] the nothing that is the object of anxiety becomes, as it were, 
more and more a something.” (62-1) But by “psychological,” Kierkegaard did not mean what we 
today generally understand by that term, either in its empirical or broadly therapeutic 
applications. “Psychology,” he declared, “has been called the doctrine of the subjective spirit. If 
this is pursued more accurately, it will become apparent how psychology, when it comes to the 
issue of sin, must first pass over into the doctrine of absolute spirit. This is the place of 
dogmatics.” (23) For Kierkegaard, then, anxiety remained an irreducibly theological category. 
                                                
129 For more on the inheritance of the Oedipal complex, see Sigmund Freud, “Totem and Taboo: Some Points of 
Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIII (1913-1914): Totem and Taboo and Other 
Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1957). 
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Indeed, he was at pains to distance his endeavor from medicine, categorically stating, “It is 
obvious that our subject is not one that may occupy physicians.” (62) Clearly, Binswanger and 
Goldstein, not to mention the thousands of present-day physicians dispensing anxiolytics, would 
disagree with his assessment. In order for anxiety to become an object of medical-scientific 
analysis, Kierkegaard’s explicitly Christian framework would need to recede from view. And 
yet, as we will see in the work of Martin Heidegger, the effort to divorce anxiety from theology 
was more difficult than it appeared.
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Chapter 2: Libido or Existence: The Divergent Paths of Sigmund Freud and 
Martin Heidegger 
 
“This single book, however, struck like lightning.” – Georg Misch1 
 
It has perhaps become something of a cliché to characterize fin-de-siècle Europe as a site of 
intellectual upheaval and restless, sometimes contradictory, creative energy. The emergence of 
modernism in art and literature, the overturning of Newtonian paradigms in theoretical physics, 
the disintegration of traditional forms of political practice, and the emergence of a robust 
sociology: all in their own way made lasting impressions upon the coming century (and 
beyond).2 No review of twentieth century thought would be complete, however, without due 
consideration of the two figures treated in this chapter, Sigmund Freud and Martin Heidegger. In 
psychoanalysis, Freud was responsible for creating arguably the single most influential 
intellectual movement of the modern era. Whatever its significance for clinical treatment today, 
psychoanalysis has played a decisive role in shaping popular notions of art, literature, sex, 
violence, and religion in the century or so since its inception. Although Heidegger cannot be said 
to have founded a coherent philosophical school, or even theory, his 1927 work Being and Time 
stands as one of the singular achievements of post-Enlightenment thought. Both were concerned 
with the theme of anxiety, albeit, as we will see, in radically different ways.  
                                                
1 Georg Misch, “Lebensphilosophie und Phänomenologie: Eine Auseinandersetzung mit Heidegger,” 
Philosophischer Anzeiger, Vol. 3 (1928-29), p. 267. Quoted in Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger’s “Being 
and Time,” (Berkeley, CA.: University of California Press, 1993), p. 454. Italics in original. As well as being a 
significant philosopher in his own right, Misch was also the son-in-law of Wilhelm Dilthey, a major influence on 
Heidegger. 
2 The definitive survey of European thought in this era remains H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The 
Reorientation of European Social Thought, 1890-1930 (New York: Vintage Books, 1958). 
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Although Freud and Heidegger might seem like a counter-intuitive pairing – one a 
neurologically trained and empirically inclined Jewish doctor from cosmopolitan Vienna, the 
other a Catholic-born ontologist-turned-Nazi from the peasant lands of the Schwarzwald – a slow 
but steady literature comparing the two has emerged.3 In many ways, the comparison makes 
sense. Heidegger’s thought has long been applied to the fields of medicine, and especially the 
psychological sciences,4 while philosophical readings of Freud abound.5 Indeed, in the following 
                                                
3 See, for example, James S. Hans, The Question of Value: Thinking Through Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Freud 
(Carbondale, IL.: Southern Illinois University Press, 1989);  Gion Condrau, Sigmund Freud und Martin Heidegger: 
Daseinsanalytische Neuronslehre und Psychotherapie (Stuttgart: Huber, 1992); Fred Dallmayr, “Freud and 
Heidegger,” Political Psychology, Vol. 14, No. 2 (June 1993), pp. 235-53; Tania Yegdich, “Clinical supervision, 
death, Heidegger and Freud come 'out of the sighs’,” Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol. 31, No. 4 (April 2000), pp. 
953-61; Paola G. Belloli, Fenomenologia Della Colpa: Freud, Heidegger, Dostoevskij (Milan: Giuffrè, 2001); Havi 
Carel, Life and Death in Freud and Heidegger (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006); Ernest Daniel Carrere, Creating a 
Human World: A New Psychological and Religious Anthropology in Dialogue with Freud, Heidegger, and 
Kierkegaard (Scranton, PA.: University of Scranton Press, 2006); Richard Askay and Jensen Farquhar, Of 
Philosophers and Madmen: A Disclosure of Martin Heidegger, Medard Boss, and Sigmund Freud (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2011); and Joel Pearl, A Question of Time: Freud in the Light of Heidegger’s Temporality (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2013). 
4 See, primarily, Martin Heidegger, Zollikon Seminars: Protocols – Conversations – Letters, ed. Medard Boss, trans. 
Franz Mayr (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern University Press, 2001). The English language publication of the Zollikon 
Seminars in 2001 triggered what we might call the “second wave” of medical applications of Heidegger’s 
philosophy, following the near-total collapse of Daseinsanalyse and related psychotherapeutic treatments in the 
1970s. For examples of the second wave of Heideggerian healing, see Peter Wilberg, Heidegger, Medicine & 
‘Scientific Method’: The Unheeded Message of the Zollikon Seminars (London: New Gnosis Publications, 2003); 
Hans W. Cohn, Heidegger and the Roots of Existential Therapy (London: Sage Publications, Ltd., 2003); Mark 
Letteri, Heidegger and the Question of Psychology: Zollikon and Beyond (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008); Robert D. 
Stolorow, World, Affectivity, Trauma: Heidegger and Post-Cartesian Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 2011); 
and Havi Carel, Health, Illness & Disease: Philosophical Essays (London: Acumen Publishing, 2012). Heidegger 
had been discussed within the methodology of nursing since even before the publication of the Zollikon Seminars; 
see, for example, Allan John Walters, “A Heideggerian Hermeneutic Study of the Practice of Critical Care Nurses,” 
Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol. 21, No. 3 (March 1995), pp. 492-7; Tina Koch, “Interpretive Approaches in 
Nursing Research: The Influence of Husserl and Heidegger,” Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol. 21., No. 5 (May 
1995), pp. 827-36; Sandra Mackey, “Phenomenological Nursing Research: Methodological Insights Derived from 
Heidegger’s Interpretive Phenomenology,” International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol. 42, No. 2 (February 
2005), pp. 179-86; and John Paley, “Heidegger, Lived Experience and Method,” Journal of Advanced Nursing, 
published online, November 28, 2013. 
5 See, for example, Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New 
Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 1970); Jonathan Lear, Love and Its Place in Nature: A Philosophical 
Interpretation of Freudian Psychoanalysis (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1990); Michael P. Levine, ed., 
Analytic Freud: Philosophy and Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 1999); Richard Boothby, Freud as 
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chapter, we will see how Ludwig Binswanger harnessed insights from both in order to construct 
his existential approach to psychiatry. Far from pointing out the similarities between Freud and 
Heidegger, however, my purpose in this chapter is to demonstrate the radical incommensurability 
of their respective conceptions of anxiety.6 One was rooted in the paradigm of nineteenth-century 
medicine, with its quantitative and positivistic approach to human functioning; the other emerged 
out of a centuries-long dialogue between Greek philosophy and Christian theology that arguably 
culminated in the thought of Kierkegaard. Against the rich array of causal explanations offered 
by existentialism, Freud posited one single causal explanation for anxiety: the sexual instincts, 
broadly conceived.7 
In this chapter, I lay the foundations for my argument that the origins of our present-day 
medical diagnosis of anxiety can be found within the existential tradition that began with 
Kierkegaard, continued with Heidegger, and culminated in the theoretical and clinical work of 
Binswanger, Kurt Goldstein, Paul Tillich, Rollo May, and many others. One absolutely crucial 
implication of my argument is that the medicalization of anxiety cannot be traced back to 
                                                                                                                                                       
Philosopher: Metapsychology After Lacan (London: Routledge, 2001); Jon Mills, ed., Rereading Freud: 
Psychoanalysis Through Philosophy (Albany, NY.: State University of New York Press, 2004); and Alfred I. 
Tauber, Freud, the Reluctant Philosopher (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2010). 
6 For the sake of clarification, it should be noted that Binswanger reached the same conclusion: although, as we will 
see in the next chapter, he drew heavily from psychoanalysis, the conception of anxiety he advanced came entirely 
from the existential tradition. 
7 For the purposes of this chapter, I will follow Freud in understanding “sex” and “libido” as terms that indicate not 
merely the reproductive function, but the broad range of factors related to, or deriving from, conflicts within the 
sexual sphere, including the Oedipal complex, castration complex, etc. See, for example, Freud’s comment in 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle that “We came to know what the ‘sexual instincts’ were from their relation to the 
sexes and to the reproductive function. We retained this name after we had been obliged by the findings of psycho-
analysis to connect them less loosely with reproduction.” Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” trans. 
James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XVIII 
(1920-1922): Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Group Psychology and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1964), p. 60, fn. 1. 
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Freudian psychoanalysis. Hence the three goals of this chapter: first, to outline what, exactly, 
Freud means by “anxiety” and how it fits into the wider theory of psychoanalysis; second, to 
elucidate Heidegger’s dense and forbidding ontological reading of anxiety; and finally, to show 
that Freud and Heidegger’s respective interpretations of the phenomenon bear little, if any, 
resemblance to one another. The first and second goals can only be meaningfully demonstrated 
on the basis of the series of reception histories that follow this chapter. Nevertheless, an 
immanent reading of Freud and Heidegger’s work is necessary to establish certain key 
characteristics of both, including (but not limited to) the former’s relentless insistence upon the 
sexual etiology of anxiety and the latter’s profound debt to Kierkegaard. In this way, it will 
ultimately be shown that it was the existential rather than the psychoanalytic path that led to the 
transformation of anxiety.  
 
Libido Interminable: Anxiety in the Work of Sigmund Freud 
 
Anyone attempting to delineate Freud’s understanding of anxiety is immediately confronted with 
the problem, familiar to all historians of psychoanalysis, that his thinking underwent a series of 
radical shifts, reversals, and conceptual leaps across a publishing career that spanned nearly half 
a century. The consequence of Freud’s restless appetite for theoretical refinement – not to 
mention revisionism – is that it is extremely difficult to compare instances of a given term or 
concept without taking full account of its wider significance in Freud’s thinking at any particular 
time. To take one example, what Freud means by “ego” in 1895 differs substantially from what 
he means by the same term in 1914 or 1923. Readers who fail to recognize that each of these 
years corresponds to a different “phase” in Freud’s career – neurological, psychological, and 
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biological, respectively – will almost certainly find his presentation of the ego confusing, 
contradictory, or plain incoherent.8 The same can be said for anxiety, which occupied a central, if 
vexed, place in Freud’s thinking for the four decades following the composition of the so-called 
“Draft B,” which he included in a February 8, 1893 letter to his friend Wilhelm Fliess. 
 Indeed, anxiety is often taken to be the paradigmatic example of Freud’s conceptual 
Wanderlust; as virtually every commentator on the subject has noted, a sharp break in Freud’s 
understanding of anxiety appears to take place in the 1920s, culminating in his presentation of 
the subject in Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926). As Rollo May put it, “[Freud’s] theories 
of anxiety underwent many minor changes as well as one revolutionary change.”9 Freud’s 
reconceptualization of anxiety, it is generally agreed, was a consequence of his rejection of 
sexuality as the sole determining factor in human behavior, its replacement by a dual drive 
theory oriented around the twin poles of libido and aggression (the “death drive”), and the 
subsequent introduction of a structural (Id, ego, and super-ego) model of the psyche. As a result 
of Freud’s metapsychological renovation, anxiety was transformed from a purely somatic 
condition, the origins of which could be traced only to disturbances in the sexual sphere, into a 
                                                
8 The complexity of the evolution of Freud’s thought is further attested by the fact that one could plausibly 
characterize these three phases using an entirely different set of terms – for example, scientific, topographical, and 
structural, respectively – or periodizations. 
9 Rollo May, The Meaning of Anxiety, Revised Edition (W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1977), p. 134. For a 
selection of claims regarding the purported break in Freud’s conception of anxiety, see Ernest Jones, The Life and 
Work of Sigmund Freud, Volume III: The Last Phase, 1919-1939 (New York: Basic Books, 1957), p. 255; Ishak 
Ramzy, “Freud’s Understanding of Anxiety,” in Constructive Aspects of Anxiety, ed. Seward Hiltner and Karl 
Menninger (New York: Abingdon Press, 1963), pp. 15-29; Seward Hiltner, “Some Theories of Anxiety: 
Psychiatric,” in Constructive Aspects of Anxiety, ed. Seward Hiltner and Karl Menninger (New York: Abingdon 
Press, 1963), pp. 33-7; J. Preston Cole, The Problematic Self in Kierkegaard and Freud (New Haven, CT.: Yale 
University Press, 1971), pp. 130-5; Gerald N. Izenberg, The Existentialist Critique of Freud: The Crisis of Autonomy 
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 208-10; Frank J. Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind: 
Beyond the Psychoanalytic Legend (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 333, 410; Louis Breger, 
A Dream of Undying Fame: How Freud Betrayed His Mentor and Invented Psychoanalysis (New York: Basic 
Books, 2009), pp. 114-5. 
 
 62 
psychologically grounded and generalized account of threats to the self. Where in the mid-1890s 
Freud could declare that “the source of the anxiety is not to be looked for in the psychical sphere 
[…]: it is a physical factor in sexual life that produces anxiety,” by 1923’s The Ego and the Id he 
had concluded that “The ego is the actual seat of anxiety,” a volte-face that appeared to stand his 
previous formulation on its head.10 
 In what follows, I want to suggest that there is more continuity, if not necessarily 
stability, to Freud’s understanding of anxiety than has generally been recognized. As suggested 
above, those who argue for a decisive break in Freud’s account of anxiety (including Freud 
himself) base their argument on two broad claims, both of which have far reaching implications 
for psychoanalysis. The first claim is that anxiety shifted from a physiological reaction to 
changes within the body (the accumulation of undivested quantities of excitation) into a 
psychological cause of neurosis and repression. The second claim is that Freud reconceived the 
etiology of anxiety away from an exclusive focus on sexuality – anxiety as a response to coitus 
interruptus, for example – toward a wider concern with danger. Both developments trace their 
origin to 1920’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle; they are said to be interrelated in that it was only 
by redefining anxiety as a psychological phenomenon that Freud was able to recognize the broad 
array of threats facing the ego. The first claim is more or less undeniable, although it must be 
                                                
10 Sigmund Freud, “Draft E: How Anxiety Originates,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and 
Unpublished Drafts (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 190; and Sigmund Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” trans. 
James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIX 
(1923-1925): The Ego and the Id and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1962), p. 57. The precise date of 
Draft E, another of the unpublished manuscripts Freud sent to Fliess, remains unclear. As James Strachey noted, the 
editors of the Freud-Fliess have dated it to June 1894, “but without much conviction.” Strachey in turn asserts that it 
must have been written “not long before” Freud’s first published work on anxiety neurosis (“Obsessions and 
Phobias: Their Psychical Mechanism and their Aetiology”), which was published on January 15, 1895. See James 
Strachey, fn. 2, in Sigmund Freud, “Draft E,” p. 189. 
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tempered by an acknowledgement that traces of a somatic etiology prevailed in Freud’s writing 
until well into the 1920s. By contrast, I hold the second claim to be significantly exaggerated, if 
not entirely false. As I will demonstrate below, Freud’s substitution of danger for libido was little 
more than semantic window dressing: the “threats” confronting the self were almost identical to 
the sexual factors outlined in Freud’s earliest writings. 
 My argument has implications for our understanding of both Freud himself and the larger 
history of anxiety traced in this work. Anxiety was always a problem for Freud: none of his early 
efforts at accounting for the phenomenon entirely satisfied him – as he wrote to Fliess in 1894, 
“The gaps need filling in badly. I think it is incomplete, I lack something; but I believe the 
foundation is right.” – and if my interpretation is correct, there is no reason to believe that his 
“later” theory overcame these problems.11 More generally, if Freud’s account of anxiety turns 
out to be more consistent than hitherto recognized, it might suggest the existence of other areas 
of continuity across the longue durée of his career – perhaps Freud’s view of the ego did not, 
after all, undergo a radical change between 1895-1923, as I suggested above. Whatever the case, 
framing the issue in terms of continuity versus break may turn out to be a false distinction. The 
relevant question is not so much, “did Freud’s conception of anxiety remain entirely unchanged 
across his career?” – as we will see, the answer to that question is clearly “no.” Rather, the 
question is, “what is distinctive about Freud’s conception of anxiety and did those aspects 
change?” In other words, we are required to make a value judgment as to the most “significant” 
feature(s) of a given idea. 
                                                
11 Freud, “Draft E,” p. 195. 
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 My response is that the distinguishing characteristic of Freud’s theory is his insistence 
that anxiety originates in the libido, which commits him to a reductive and mechanistic account 
of the meaning and significance of the phenomenon. If it can be shown that Freud’s conception 
of anxiety is indeed defined by his belief in its sexual etiology, and if it can likewise be shown 
that Freud retained this belief across his career, I will be justified in my claim that there was no 
meaningful break in his understanding of the subject. The question of Freud’s understanding of 
anxiety is, in turn, of vital importance to the wider claims of the dissertation as a whole. Just as 
they were all responding to the work of Kierkegaard – and, in smaller numbers, Heidegger – the 
overwhelming majority of the thinkers to be considered across the remainder of this work were 
also reacting to Freud. Although they maintained an abiding respect for Freud’s foundational 
contributions to modern medicine and psychology, the likes of Binswanger, Goldstein, Rollo 
May, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Erich Fromm, and W.H. Auden were all, in one way or 
another, critical of his account of anxiety. In order to see exactly what it was they were rejecting, 
as well as to determine the accuracy of their criticisms, it is necessary to gain an accurate 
understanding of what Freud actually wrote about anxiety. 
 As noted above, Freud’s first substantive discussion of anxiety appeared in “Draft B,” a 
five-page sketch he sent to the Berlin-based otolaryngologist and occasional sexologist Wilhelm 
Fliess. While the sketch of anxiety Freud provided in this text is undoubtedly tentative and 
underdeveloped, it nevertheless contains seeds of the fully fledged theory that was shortly to 
come. Of particular significance, Freud advanced an entirely mechanistic theory according to 
which anxiety proceeds from bodily functions; more specifically, Freud declares, “There is no 
question but that [anxiety] is acquired, and especially by men and women in marriage, during the 
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second period of sexual noxae, through coitus interruptus.”12 Although his account of the 
specific sexual factors involved in the development of anxiety would evolve in the coming years, 
Freud was to hold to this basic explanation for the next 45 years. Freud reiterated the central 
claims of “Draft B” in “Draft E”: “It quickly became clear to me that the anxiety of my neurotic 
patients,” he noted, “had a great deal to do with sexuality; and it particularly struck me with what 
certainty coitus interruptus practiced on a woman leads to anxiety neurosis.” Here Freud went 
further, however, listing seven separate sexual factors that can produce anxiety, from the 
“intentionally abstinent” to “older people whose potency is diminishing.” The common thread 
running through the elements, he asserted, “most frequently is abstinence.”13 
 What is the causal relationship between practices such as coitus interruptus and anxiety? 
To answer this question we must briefly explore Freud’s quantitative approach to psychical 
functioning – or, as he once termed it, the “economics of nervous force.”14 Freud provided his 
most sustained articulation of the economic model in the “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” a 
manuscript written in late 1895 but unpublished until 1950. The basic goal of the “Project” was 
                                                
12 Sigmund Freud, “Draft B,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 
of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and Unpublished Drafts (London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 59. 
13 Freud, “Draft E,” pp. 189-90, 190, 191. 
14 Sigmund Freud, Letter to Wilhelm Fliess, May 25, 1895, cited in James Strachey, “Editor’s Introduction to 
‘Project for a Scientific Psychology,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and Unpublished Drafts 
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 283. Freud reiterated the economic basis of mental functioning in his critical 
metapsychological paper on “The Unconscious” (1915), where he notes that “Besides the dynamic and the 
topographical points of view, we have adopted the economic one. This endeavors to follow out the vicissitudes of 
amounts of excitation and to arrive at some relative estimate of their magnitude.” Freud’s retention of the language 
of economy lends further credence to the claim, advanced below, that he did not in fact discard the basic tenets of 
the “Project.” Sigmund Freud, “The Unconscious,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic 
Movement, Papers on Metapsychology and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1957), p. 181. 
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to establish a basis for psychology grounded in quantitatively measurable physical states. All 
human activity, Freud argued, is a result of the distribution of quantities of energy throughout the 
central nervous system. Freud designated this indeterminate quantity of energy by the symbol Q; 
from a biological perspective, he held that all human activity is governed by what he termed “the 
principle of neuronal inertia,” namely, “that neurones tend to divest themselves of Q.” As energy 
builds up within the body, it produces physical sensations of tension; in response, the nervous 
system assumes the task of discharging the excess excitation.15 Freud identified the divestment of 
surplus Q as synonymous with pleasure, which is nothing more than the “sensation of 
discharge.” Failure to successfully divest the body of excess energy results in unpleasure, which 
is subjectively experienced as pain and an “inclination to discharge.”16 If the inclination 
continues to be neglected, the quantity of excitation can reach potentially dangerous levels; as 
Josef Breuer, Freud’s erstwhile mentor and co-author, put it in 1895’s Studies on Hysteria, “In 
normal people the disturbance is gradually leveled out. But in some, abnormal reactions 
appear.”17  
 Although the “Project” is written in a highly abstract and technical vocabulary, a careful 
reading of the text soon reveals that Q primarily refers to an accumulation of libidinal excitation. 
Put differently, failure to divest the body of sexual stimulation has the potential to result in 
neurotic conditions such as hysteria, neurasthenia, and anxiety. The libidinal reading of the 
                                                
15 Sigmund Freud, “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and 
Unpublished Drafts (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 296. 
16 ibid., pp. 312; 320. Freud would, of course, return to precisely the question of the relationship between pleasure 
and unpleasure in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 
17 Josef Breuer, “Intracerebral Toxic Excitation-Affects,” trans. James Strachey, in Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, 
Studies in Hysteria, (New York: Basic Books, 2000), pp. 202-3. 
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“Project” is confirmed by “Draft E,” in which Freud asserts that the etiology of anxiety “is a 
question of a physical accumulation of excitation – that is, an accumulation of physical sexual 
tension. The accumulation is the consequence of discharge being prevented. Thus anxiety 
neurosis is a neurosis of damming-up, like hysteria.”18 The claim that anxiety results from a 
surplus of undivested sexual energy is repeated time and again in Freud’s earliest writings on 
anxiety. On January 30, 1895, for example, Freud published “Obsessions and Phobias,” in which 
he asserted that “anxiety neurosis, too, has a sexual origin, […] but it does not attach itself to 
ideas taken from sexual life; properly speaking, it has no psychical mechanism. Its specific cause 
is the accumulation of sexual tension, produced by abstinence or by unconsummated sexual 
excitation.”19 
 Two weeks earlier, in his first published essay on anxiety, Freud had noted that the 
“deeper aetiology of the neurosis” is “the accumulation of sexual excitation which is unable to 
find discharge in the psychical field.”20 Entitled “Under the Description ‘Anxiety Neurosis’,” this 
essay is especially useful for underlining the depth of Freud’s commitment to a causal 
explanation for anxiety grounded in sexuality. Freud discussed the case of a man who, after 
learning of the death of his father, suffered a heart attack; although the man recovered, from that 
moment on, Freud wrote, he “fell victim to an anxiety neurosis.” Although the onset of anxiety 
                                                
18 Freud, “Draft E,” p. 191. 
19 Sigmund Freud, “Obsessions and Phobias: Their Psychical Mechanism and their Aetiology,” trans. James 
Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume III (1893-1899): 
Early Psycho-Analytic Publications (London: The Hogarth Press, 1962), p. 81. Although “Obsessions and Phobias” 
was published after “Under the Description,” it was actually written earlier. 
20 Sigmund Freud, “On the Grounds for Detaching a Particular Syndrome from Neurasthenia Under the Description 
‘Anxiety Neurosis’,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 




may strike us as an appropriate or understandable response to the dual shocks of bereavement 
and cardiac arrest, Freud held that the “case is not comprehensible” – after all, he continued, the 
man’s father “was well advanced in years” and there was nothing special about the 
circumstances under which he passed away.21 Whence anxiety, then? “Perhaps the aetiological 
analysis will become clearer if I add that this man had been practicing coitus interruptus for 
eleven years.”22 What is especially remarkable about this passage is the self-evident tone adopted 
by Freud, who writes as though it were somehow obvious that coitus interruptus, and not the 
death of the man’s father, was responsible for the inception of anxiety.23 
 Far from being an isolated example, Freud likewise insisted that even in “the case of a 
woman whose anxiety neurosis broke out after the loss of her child, […] the effect is not 
explained by the ostensible aetiology.” Rather, he continued, the explanation was to be found in 
“the fact that the mother had been living for eight years in condition of marital coitus 
                                                
21 ibid., p. 105. Returning to this case a few months later, Freud described the development of anxiety neurosis as 
“inexplicabl[e],” noting, parenthetically, “”I add ‘inexplicabl[e]’ because the death was not unexpected and did not 
occur in unusual or shattering circumstances.” On the question of the significance of the loss of one’s father, if 
nothing else, Freud apparently did change his mind; referring to the genesis of The Interpretation of Dreams in a 
preface added to that text in 1908, Freud noted that “this book has a further subjective significance for me personally 
- a significance which I only grasped after I had completed it. It was, I found, a […] reaction to my father's death - 
that is to say, to the most important event, the most poignant loss, of a man's life.” See, respectively, Sigmund 
Freud, “A Reply to Criticisms of My Paper on Anxiety Neurosis,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume III (1893-1899): Early Psycho-Analytic Publications 
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1962), p. 127; and Sigmund Freud, “The Interpretation of Dreams,” trans. James 
Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume IV (1900): The 
Interpretation of Dreams (First Part) (London: The Hogarth Press, 1958), p. xxvi. 
22 Freud, “Under the Description ‘Anxiety Neurosis’,” p. 105. 
23 On Freud’s difficulty with bringing death into psychoanalytic theory, see Irwin Z. Hoffman, “Death Anxiety and 
Adaptation to Mortality in Psychoanalytic Theory,” The Annual of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 7 (1979), pp. 233-69; 
Robert Jay Lifton, The Broken Connection: On Death and the Continuity of Life (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1979); Irvin D. Yalom, Existential Psychotherapy (New York: Basic Books, 1980); and Liran Razinsky, Freud, 
Psychoanalysis and Death (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). See especially Razinsky, ch. 6 for a 
discussion of Freud’s 1917 essay “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death,” in which the author demonstrates 
that Freud in this essay does not advance an “existential” conception of death. 
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interruptus.”24 In his published response to criticisms of “Under the Description ‘Anxiety 
Neurosis’,” Freud again reiterated the exclusively sexual and somatic characteristics of the 
phenomenon: “we are led to assert that [sexual] abstinence, whether voluntary or involuntary, 
sexual intercourse with incomplete satisfaction, coitus interruptus, deflection of psychical 
interest from sexuality, and similar things, are the specific aetiological factors of the states to 
which I have given the name of anxiety neurosis.”25 In the case of Katherina, a young woman 
Freud encountered when holidaying in the Eastern Alps, Freud attributed the onset of hysterical 
anxiety to the fact that Katherina had witnessed her uncle having sex with her cousin. According 
to Freud, it was neither the incestuous nature of the intercourse that prompted the anxiety, nor the 
fact that the same uncle had made advances to Katherina two years earlier, but rather the basic 
fact that Katherina had suddenly been confronted by “the world of sexuality.” Indeed, Freud 
continued, the “mere suspicion of sexual relations calls up the affect of anxiety in virginal 
individuals.”26 
At this point it may be countered that since all of the quotations reproduced above were 
drawn either from Freud’s (so-called) pre-psychoanalytic writings or the very earliest works of 
his psychoanalytic career, they are an illegitimate basis for substantive conclusions about the 
long-term trajectory of his conception of anxiety. Moreover, a critic might continue, is it not the 
case that Freud himself explicitly disavowed the economic-somatic model of mental functioning 
outlined in the “Project” and contemporaneous texts? There are two responses to these 
objections. The first is that although Freud did (initially) abandon the “Project,” others have been 
                                                
24 ibid., pp. 105-6. 
25 Freud, “A Reply to Criticisms,” p. 124. 
26 Sigmund Freud, “Katherina,” trans. James Strachey, in Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, Studies in Hysteria 
(New York: Basic Books, 2000), pp. 127; 134. 
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less quick to dismiss its importance; James Strachey, for example, argued that the “Project” 
“contains within itself the nucleus of a great part of Freud’s later psychological theories. […] Its 
invisible ghost […] haunts the whole series of Freud’s theoretical writings to the very end,” 
while Sirkin and Fleming have asserted that it is “indispensible to the complete understanding of 
[…] key concepts in psychoanalytic theory.”27 More significantly, Frank Sulloway has 
convincingly demonstrated that the mechanistic account of human psychology advanced in 
Freud’s early writings continued to shape the development of psychoanalysis long after he 
publicly disavowed the influence of the life sciences.28 Indeed, to take the most obvious 
example, what is Beyond the Pleasure Principle if not a return to precisely the biologism of the 
“Project”? 
But the most convincing response to the challenge that Freud’s earliest writings on 
anxiety should be treated with skepticism, if not dismissed outright, is that precisely the same 
causal mechanism is advanced in his “mature” psychoanalytic writings. For all of Freud’s 
frustration with the “Project,” there is little question that he retained many of its key tenets, even 
if he discarded its arcane notation. In the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), for 
example, Freud observed that “Anxiety in children is originally nothing other than an expression 
of the fact that they are feeling the loss of the person they love. […] In this respect a child, by 
                                                
27 James Strachey, “Editor’s Introduction to ‘Project for a Scientific Psychology,” in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and 
Unpublished Drafts (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 290; Mary Sirkin and Michael Fleming, “Freud’s 
‘Project’ and Its Relation to Psychoanalytic Theory,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences, Vol. 18 
(July 1982), p. 230. 
28 See Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind, p. 4. To be clear, Sulloway’s argument is not that Freud was nothing 
more than a biologist, merely that biological elements co-existed with psychological, anthropological, evolutionary, 
etc. See the “Preface to the 1992 Edition” in ibid., p. xi. 
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turning his libido into anxiety when he cannot satisfy it, behaves like an adult.”29 While Freud’s 
language here may at first glance appear to radically differ from that of the earlier works, the 
distinction is largely superficial. The Oedipal complex has now assumed the role previously 
played by coitus interruptus and similar practices, but we are still dealing with a somatic (causal) 
response to sexuality, a point Freud confirmed in a footnote to the Three Essays added in 1920: 
“Neurotic anxiety arises out of libido […] is a transformation of it, and […] is thus related to it in 
the same kind of way as vinegar is to wine.”30 
We find the causal relationship between sexuality and anxiety repeated in near-identical 
language in Delusions and Dreams in Jensen’s “Gradiva” (1907), one of Freud’s earliest 
attempts at literary analysis. Commenting on a dream experienced by a character named Hanold, 
Freud states that “The anxiety in anxiety-dreams, like neurotic anxiety in general, corresponds to 
a sexual affect, a libidinal feeling, and arises out of libido.” As such, he continues, “When we 
interpret a dream […], we must replace anxiety by sexual excitement.”31 This statement is 
especially useful for underlining the extent to which Freud regards anxiety as entirely 
subordinate to, and parasitic upon, sexuality. As many of the previously cited passages have 
suggested, anxiety is, from Freud’s perspective, literally unintelligible outside of a framework 
                                                
29 Sigmund Freud, “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume VII (1901-1905): A Case of Hysteria, Three Essays on 
Sexuality and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1953), p. 224. 
30 ibid. The fact that this footnote was added in the post-Beyond the Pleasure Principle era lends further support to 
my thesis that Freud’s basic conception of anxiety remained consistent throughout his career. 
31 Sigmund Freud, “Delusions and Dreams in Jensen’s Gradiva,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume IX (1906-1908): Jensen’s “Gradiva” and Other 
Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1959), pp. 60-1; 61. Freud made the exact same point over a decade later in the 
published case-history of the “Wolf Man”; see Sigmund Freud, “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis,” trans. 
James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XVII 
(1917-1919): An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1964), pp. 35-6. 
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structured around the psychosomatic processes of the libido. Indeed, sexuality is the key to the 
origin of all neuroses, not merely anxiety – a point Freud stated in the strongest possible terms in 
his report on “Dora,” published in 1905. In his concluding remarks, Freud noted that one of the 
goals of the case-history had been to 
 
show that sexuality […] provides the motive power for every single symptom, and for every 
single manifestation of a symptom. […] A single case can never be capable of proving a theorem 
so general as this one; but I can only repeat over and over again – for I never find it otherwise – 
that sexuality is the key to the problem of the psychoneuroses and of the neuroses in general.32 
 
A decade later, in his important metapsychological paper on “Repression” (1915), Freud 
explicitly returned to the quantitative language of the “Drafts” and the “Project.” Commenting on 
the (as yet unpublished) case of the “Wolf Man,” he noted that instances of animal phobia 
(anxiety) actually represent a substitution of libidinal impulses originally directed toward the 
father. Freud expressed this substitution in terms of an economics of psychosexual energy: “the 
quantitative portion [of the instinctual impulse] has not vanished,” he declared, “but has been 
transformed into anxiety. The result is fear of a wolf, instead of a demand for love from the 
father.”33 
                                                
32 Sigmund Freud, “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition 
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume VII (1901-1905): A Case of Hysteria, Three 
Essays on Sexuality and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1953), pp. 114-15. 
33 Sigmund Freud, “Repression,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1957), p. 155. See also Freud’s comment in “On 
Narcissism” (1914) that “unpleasure is always the expression of a higher degree of tension, and that therefore what 
is happening is that a quantity in the field of material events is being transformed here as elsewhere into the 
psychical quality of unpleasure.” Sigmund Freud, “On Narcissism,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition 
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Not long after, however, we begin to see the first signs of what is generally taken to be 
the decisive break in Freud’s conception of anxiety. In a February 1919 letter to the English 
psychoanalyst Ernest Jones, Freud sketched an explanation for the development of traumatic 
neurosis: “It is a narcissistic affection like dem[entia] pr[aecox] etc. Mechanism may be guessed. 
Angst is a protection against shock. Now the condition of the tr[aumatische] N[eurose] seems to 
be that the soul had not time to recur to this protection and is taken by the trauma unprepared.”34 
A year later, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud argued that “‘Anxiety’ describes a 
particular state of expecting […] danger or preparing for it, even though it may be an unknown 
one. ‘Fear’ requires a definite object of which to be afraid.”35 There is a great deal to be 
unpacked in these quotations: considered together, they appear to represent a thorough rejection 
of a quantitatively based, libidinal interpretation of anxiety in favor of what could, at first glance, 
be mistaken for an almost existential account of the phenomenon. Freud’s adumbration of the 
distinction between anxiety and fear, as well as his suggestion that the former constitutes a shock 
to the soul, seems to place us in Kierkegaardian territory. 
In both cases, however, we find that Freud still conceives of anxiety vis-à-vis sexuality; 
the reproduction of repressed material, Freud writes in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, “always 
have as their subject some portion of infantile sexual life – of the Oedipus complex, that is, and 
                                                                                                                                                       
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-
Analytic Movement, Papers on Metapsychology and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1957), p. 85. 
34 Sigmund Freud, Letter to Jones, February 18, 1919, in The Complete Correspondence of Sigmund Freud and 
Ernest Jones, 1908-1939, ed. R.A. Paskuakas (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1993), p. 334. The 
original letter was written in English, with the missing terms provided by the editor of the correspondence. 
35 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” p. 12. 
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its derivatives.”36 Moreover, “shock” and “danger” are physiological responses to changing 
quantities of libido. Halfway through the same text, Freud argued that fright is 
 
caused by the lack of any preparedness for anxiety, including lack of hypercathexis of the 
systems that would be the first to receive the stimulus. Owing to their low cathexis those systems 
are not in a good position for binding the inflowing amounts of excitation and the consequences 
of the breach in the protective shield follow all the more easily. It will be seen, then, that 
preparedness for anxiety and the hypercathexis of the receptive systems constitute the last line of 
defence of the shield against stimuli.37 
 
In other words, fright is the initial (physical) manifestation of anxiety; it occurs when the nervous 
system is overwhelmed by so much excitation that the receptive apparatus is unable to cope with 
the shock. Although Freud does not here specify the form of excitation that produces anxiety, 
and thereby fright, the answer is to be found in his letter to Jones. Immediately following the 
quotation reproduced above, Freud declared that when the ego’s “‘Reizschutz’ [‘protective shield 
against stimuli’] is overrun, the principal and primary function of keeping off excessive 
quantities of ‘Reiz’ [‘stimulus’] [is] frustrated. Then nar[issistic] lib[ido] is given out in shape of 
[sic] the signs of ‘Angst’.”38 As Sulloway has made clear, it is not so much that these texts 
represent a definitive return to the economic model of the “Project” era; rather, they suggest that 
Freud never truly abandoned that model in the first place.39 Either way, it is clear that by the start 
                                                
36 ibid. p. 18. 
37 ibid., p. 31. 
38 Freud, Letter to Jones, February 18, 1919, p. 334. 
39 See, for example, Sulloway’s statement that “it was Freud’s continued appeal to biological assumptions that 
justified his personal conviction that he had finally created a universally valid theory of human thought and 
behavior.” Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind, p. 419. My emphasis. 
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of the 1920s, Freud was still wedded to a causal account of anxiety grounded in the dynamics of 
sexual energy. 
 According to most commentators, however, the decisive turning point in Freud’s account 
of anxiety only occurred with the publication of Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety in 1926. In 
many ways one of Freud’s most complex and obscure texts, Inhibitions aimed to show how 
anxiety arose in response to conflicts between elements of the mental apparatus – in particular, 
the drives associated with the id and the repressive mechanism of the super-ego. Freud’s 
polemical target was Otto Rank, whose The Trauma of Birth (1924) had argued that all neuroses, 
and in particular anxiety, stemmed from the traumatic experience of birth. Freud was initially 
receptive to Rank’s idea; indeed, as far back as 1910 he had himself already pointed to birth as a 
formative mental episode: “Birth is both the first of all dangers to life and the prototype of all the 
later ones that cause us to feel anxiety, and the experience of birth has probably left behind in us 
the expression of affect which we call anxiety.”40 In the conclusion to The Ego and the Id, 
published mere months before Rank’s work, Freud approvingly referred to the “first great 
anxiety-state of birth.”41 As Freud soon came to realize, however, Rank’s argument in favor of 
the primacy of birth trauma necessitated a rejection of the prominent place the former had 
                                                
40 Sigmund Freud, “A Special Type of Choice of Object Made By Men,” trans. James Strachey, The Standard 
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XI (1910): Fives Lectures on Psycho-
Analysis, Leonardo da Vinci and Other Works (London, The Hogarth Press, 1957), p. 173. Freud’s statement, as 
well as his subsequent comment about the legend of Macduff, were in large part informed by Rank’s 1909 work The 
Myth of the Birth of the Hero. 
41 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” p. 58. As James Strachey has noted, it is unclear whether Freud had read The 
Trauma of Birth when he came to write “The Ego and the Id” (Jones asserted that Freud certainly had not), but 
either way, Freud was certainly familiar with the broad outlines of Rank’s argument. See James Strachey, “Editor’s 
Introduction to ‘Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety,’ in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 
of Sigmund Freud, Volume XX (1925-1926): An Autobiographical Study, Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety. The 
Question of Lay Analysis and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1959), pp. 85-6; and Jones, The Life and 
Work, Vol. III, pp. 58-9. 
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accorded the Oedipal conflict. Inhibitions was an attempt to acknowledge the significance of 
Rank’s argument while reasserting the preeminence of the Oedipal event. 
 In order to thread the needle, Freud wholeheartedly embraced the identification of 
anxiety with danger he had first sketched in his letter to Ernest Jones and Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle. “What is the function of anxiety and on what occasions is it reproduced?” asked 
Freud. “The answer seems to be obvious and convincing: anxiety arose originally as a reaction to 
a state of danger and it is reproduced whenever a state of that kind recurs.”42 But he explicitly 
rejected the suggestion that the danger in question is a recapitulation of the “act of birth”; 
although we should “acknowledg[e] this connection,” he continued, “I do not think that we are 
justified in assuming that whenever there is an outbreak of anxiety something like a reproduction 
of the situation of birth goes on in the mind.”43 If anxiety is not a response to birth trauma, what 
is the “danger” to which Freud refers? The answer to this question provides the crucial link to 
Freud’s earlier writings. Anxiety, he repeatedly states, is a response to the threat of castration: 
“Symptoms are created so as to avoid a danger-situation whose presence has been signaled by 
the generation of anxiety. In the cases that we have discussed, the danger concerned was the 
danger of castration or of something traceable back to castration.”44 
 As in the essay on “Repression,” Freud also reiterated his argument that in the case-
histories of the “Wolf-Man” and “Little Hans,” “the motive force of the repression was fear of 
                                                
42 Sigmund Freud, “Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XX (1925-1926): An Autobiographical Study, 
Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety. The Question of Lay Analysis and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1959), p. 134. 
43 ibid., pp. 93-4. 
44 ibid. p. 129. 
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castration. The ideas contained in their anxiety – being bitten by a horse and being devoured by a 
wolf – were substitutes by distortion for the idea of being castrated by their father.”45 Freud’s 
repeated claim that castration constitutes the predominant threat to the ego not only served to 
marginalize the role of the trauma of birth in the development of neuroses. More significantly for 
the present argument, his argument also confirmed the primacy of sexuality in the etiology of 
anxiety. Since fear of castration ultimately stems from sexual desire for the mother – the infant 
wishes to copulate with his mother but fears the retaliation of his envious and powerful father, a 
threat that symbolically assumes the form of castration; eventually, the infant’s fear of losing his 
penis triumphs over his desire for the mother, a process that results in the creation of the super-
ego – Freud remained on precisely the same explanatory territory that he had occupied since 
1893. The much-vaunted shift from sexuality to danger turns out to be nothing of the sort: in 
every case considered by Freud, that which endangers the self is a threat to the libido. As 
Razinsky has noted in reference to the death drive, “The reductive tendencies clearly have the 
upper hand again.”46 
 Freud himself appeared to be at pains to emphasize the explanatory supremacy of 
sexuality. Just as in 1895’s “Under the Description ‘Anxiety Neurosis’,” in Inhibitions Freud 
dismissed the possibility that death might act as a catalyst for anxiety: “I am […] inclined to 
adhere to the view that the fear of death should be regarded as analogous to the fear of 
castration.”47 Despite his isolated reference to the “soul,” Freud’s repeated sublimation of death 
into sexuality serves to confirm that his thought remains very far from the existential themes 
                                                
45 ibid., p. 108. 
46 Razinsky, Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death, p. 154. 
47 ibid., p. 130. 
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outlined by Kierkegaard and subsequently developed by the likes of Heidegger, Binswanger, 
Goldstein, and Tillich. Even as late as 1933’s New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, 
Freud continued to maintain the sexual etiology of anxiety: “Anxiety […] is the reproduction of 
an old event which brought a threat of danger; […] it arises from libido that has in some way 
become unemployable and it also arises during the process of repression.” And what form does 
the threat to the self take? Once again, we find the same answer: “The danger is the punishment 
of being castrated, of losing his genital organ.” Even traces of quantitative model of psychic 
functioning, supposedly discarded in the nineteenth-century, remain: “It makes no essential 
difference, then, for what reason a quota of libido has become unemployable: whether it is on 
account of the infantile weakness of the ego, as in children’s phobias, or on account of somatic 
processes in sexual life, as in anxiety neurosis.”48 
 It is important to acknowledge that important changes to the metapsychological role of 
anxiety are introduced in Inhibitions. The most notable development is Freud’s reversal of the 
causal chain that leads to anxiety, a claim made possible on the basis of his new understanding of 
anxiety as a response to threats to the ego: “it was anxiety which produced repression and not, as 
I formerly believed, repression which produced anxiety.”49 While there are lasting consequences 
associated with this turnaround, for our purposes it does nothing to change the content of 
anxiety, which, as we have seen, remained inextricably linked to sexuality throughout Freud’s 
career. Moreover, even if the reader remains unconvinced by the argument advanced in this 
                                                
48 Sigmund Freud, “New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard 
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXII (1932-1936): New Introductory 
Lectures on Psycho-Analysis and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1964), pp. 84; 86; 83. The economic 
model is also frequently referenced in Freud, “Inhibitions”; see, for example, pp. 133; 137; 141; although he 
dramatically contradicts himself in ibid., p. 140. 
49 ibid., p. 108. 
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section – namely, that Freud’s conception of anxiety was overwhelmingly grounded in a 
quantitative model of the libido – it remains the case that the overwhelming majority of the 
thinkers to be considered across the remainder of the dissertation were convinced of this point. 
As we will see in the coming chapters, figures like Binswanger and Goldstein objected to what 
they regarded as Freud’s reductive, even monomaniacal, insistence on the sexual etiology of the 
neuroses, as well as his quantitative, mechanistic methodology, with its concomitant hostility to 
philosophy. Rather than looking to Freud for the origins of the medical conception of anxiety, we 
must follow in the footsteps of Binswanger et al and turn to the existential ontology of Martin 
Heidegger. 
 
Being-Toward-Dread: Martin Heidegger’s Ontological Reimagining of Anxiety 
 
For all of the considerable and manifold controversy that surrounds Heidegger,50 his standing as 
one of seminal thinkers in the history of Western thought is today scarcely a matter of debate.51 
                                                
50 Heidegger’s engagement with National Socialism, on the other hand, continues to generate volumes of debate, 
with every new revelation about his attitude toward Jews in particular played out in the popular and scholarly 
presses. The most recent controversy (a statement likely to permanently date the present work) was triggered by the 
publication of the first three volumes (1931-41) of Heidegger’s so-called “Black Notebooks,” a kind of intellectual 
sketchbook Heidegger kept from 1931 until the early 1970s. See Martin Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe IV: Abteilung: 
Hinweise und Aufzeichnungen, Band 94: Überlegungen II-VI (Schwarze Hefte 1931-1938), ed. Peter Trawny 
(Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 2014). For a selection of the most significant works on Heidegger’s 
relationship to both National Socialism and Jews, see Victor Farias, Heidegger and Nazism, trans. Paul Burrell 
(Philadelphia, PA.: Temple University Press,1989); Richard Wolin, ed., The Heidegger Controversy: A Reader 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991); Hugo Ott, Martin Heidegger: A Political Life, trans. Allan Blunden 
(New York: Basic Books, 1993); Charles Bambach, Heidegger’s Roots: Nietzsche, National Socialism, and the 
Greeks (Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University Press, 2003); Emmanuel Faye, Heidegger: The Introduction of Nazism into 
Philosophy, trans. Michael B. Smith (New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 2009); and Peter Trawny, Heidegger 
und der Mythos der jüdischen Weltvorschwörung (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 2014). 
51 Heidegger’s early reception, especially among analytic philosophers, was less assured. Bertrand Russell spoke for 
many in the Anglo-American tradition when he famously dismissed Heidegger’s thought as “Highly eccentric in its 
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Indeed, he is one of the few twentieth-century thinkers whose achievements and legacy could be 
said to rival those of Freud himself. In what follows, I will explore Heidegger’s treatment of 
anxiety across a series of lecture courses and publications dating from roughly 1919-29. Central 
to my discussion will be the analysis of anxiety provided by Heidegger in his seminal 1927 work 
Being and Time. Although the phenomenon largely disappeared from his later works, anxiety 
was indispensible to Heidegger’s earliest writings.52 Commenting on the first appearances of 
anxiety in Heidegger’s lectures of the early 1920s, Theodore Kisiel characterized it as “the 
passion that will interest Heidegger the most.”53 The importance of anxiety for Heidegger’s 
wider project of investigating the meaning of being stems from its status as a privileged access 
point through which to disclose the structure of human existence. Moreover, as the “mood” 
[Stimmung] that brings us closest to an awareness of the potentiality of being, anxiety also serves 
as a kind of internal barometer of, and exhortation to, authenticity. 
 My presentation has three basic aims: first, and most basically, to elucidate the role that 
anxiety plays in Heidegger’s wider philosophy; second, to outline Kierkegaard’s very 
considerable influence on Heidegger; and third, to demonstrate that claims regarding the 
“secular” nature of Heidegger’s thought are exaggerated, if not entirely specious. 
                                                                                                                                                       
terminology, his philosophy is extremely obscure. One cannot help suspecting that language is here running riot.” 
Although very few contemporary scholars would agree with Russell, some skeptics do remain. Paul Edwards, for 
example, noted that, “Until fairly recently, Heidegger was not taken seriously by philosophers in Great Britain and 
the United States. Unfortunately, this is no longer the case.” See, respectively, Bertrand Russell, Wisdom of the West 
(New York: Crescent Books, 1989), p. 303; and Paul Edwards, Heidegger’s Confusions (New York: Prometheus 
Books, 2004), p. 9. 
52 For my purposes, “What is Metaphysics,” delivered on July 24, 1929, demarcates the division between 
Heidegger’s “early” and “late” writings. This periodization roughly coincides with Heidegger’s so-called “turn” 
(Kehre), which arguably began immediately following Being and Time (though more plausibly following his lecture 
courses on “Being and Truth” and “Logic as the Question Concerning the Essence of Language” in 1933-34) and 
culminated in his 1946 “Letter on Humanism.” 
53 Kisiel, Genesis, p. 280. 
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Notwithstanding the basic difficulty in understanding and explicating Heidegger’s writing, then, 
the goals of this section could be said to be rather modest. Nevertheless, what follows is central 
to the wider argument of the dissertation as a whole. Heidegger was not only one of a handful of 
early-twentieth-century thinkers, alongside the psychiatrist-turned-philosopher Karl Jaspers and 
the Swiss Reformed theologian Karl Barth, to resurrect Kierkegaard’s existential understanding 
of anxiety; he was arguably also responsible for bringing a greater degree of conceptual rigor and 
philosophical depth to bear on the concept.54 More to the point, the likes of Binswanger, 
Goldstein, and Tillich recognized Heidegger’s ontological reimagining of anxiety to be 
foundational to their own efforts. More than a mere conduit for Kierkegaard’s thought, 
Heidegger was absolutely essential to the medicalization of anxiety. While his debt to 
Kierkegaard is a relatively uncontroversial premise within the contemporary literature, however, 
the precise nature of their relationship, especially as it relates to the subject of anxiety, is in need 
of historical and philosophical illumination. 
 Depending on one’s perspective, my claim that it is misleading to ascribe a secular 
character to Heidegger’s philosophy is either utterly banal or entirely untenable. How one 
responds to this question will likely depend as much on what one understand by the terms 
“secular” and “secularization” as any particular reading of Heidegger himself. As we will see, 
Heidegger’s conception of what was constituted by the category of “religion” cannot be reduced 
to a particular tradition, much less a single thinker. Given my wider argument that there is a 
theological core running through the history of anxiety from Kierkegaard to the present day, 
                                                
54 See especially Karl Jaspers, Psychologie der Weltanschauungen (Berlin: Julius Springer, 1919), pp. 370-80; Karl 
Jaspers, General Psychopathology, trans. J. Hoenig and Marian W. Hamilton (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1963); Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 6th Ed., trans. Edwyn C. Hoskins (Oxford: Oxford University 




however, it is of paramount importance that a plausible theological interpretation of Heidegger’s 
early philosophy can be established. Regardless of how Heidegger understood his own project – 
and that question is, I believe, far from settled – a number of the figures to be considered in the 
coming chapters read Heidegger as consonant with their own religious beliefs. As with all 
reception histories, however, Heidegger’s influence is not something that can be demonstrated 
solely on the basis of an immanent reading of his own work. It will be left up to subsequent 
chapters to delineate the precise contours of Heidegger’s legacy among physicians, philosophers, 
and theologians on both sides of the Atlantic; for now, the task is to provide an historically 
informed account of the origin and meaning of Heidegger’s engagement with anxiety. 
 Martin Heidegger was born in the rural town of Messkirch, close to Germany’s 
southwestern border with Switzerland, on September 26, 1889.55 The son of a poor family of 
artisans and farmers, Heidegger was, from the start, marked by a deep engagement with both 
philosophy and theology. Raised within a conservative Catholic environment, the seventeen-
year-old Heidegger was introduced to what he termed the “question concerning being” after 
reading Franz Brentano’s 1862 dissertation On the Manifold Meaning of Being in Aristotle, 
which he later described as “the first philosophical writing which I worked again and again.”56 A 
year later, Heidegger “stumbled upon” On Being: Outline of Ontology (1896) by Carl Braig, a 
professor of dogmatics at Freiburg University, which included extensive passages from Aristotle, 
                                                
55 For biographies of Heidegger, see Otto Pöggeler, Martin Heidegger’s Path of Thinking, trans. Daniel Magurshak 
and Sigmund Barber (Atlantic Highlands, NJ.: Humanities Press, 1987); and John van Buren, The Young Heidegger: 
Rumor of the Hidden King (Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University Press, 1994) 
56 Franz Brentano, Von der mannigfachen Bedeutung des Seienden nach Aristoteles (Hildesheim: Georg Olms 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1960); and Martin Heidegger, Letter to William J. Richardson, April 1962, trans. William J. 
Richardson, in William J. Richardson, Through Phenomenology to Thought (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1963), 
pp. x-xi. For more on Heidegger’s reception of Brentano’s work, see van Buren, Young Heidegger, pp. 55-58. 
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Aquinas, and the Spanish Jesuit Francisco Suárez.57 Perhaps as a result of these early encounters 
with neo-Scholastic thought, as well as the guiding hand of his teacher, Father Conrad Gröber, 
later one of the authors of the Concordat signed between the Vatican and Nazi Germany, 
Heidegger settled upon a life in the priesthood.58 In September 1909, he enrolled at the Jesuit 
novitiate of Tisis in Feldkirch, Austria; although he left after just two weeks, in large part due to 
a recurring heart condition, Heidegger continued his study of theology in Freiburg, enrolling 
simultaneously at both the university – where Braig, whose lectures Heidegger attended, was still 
on the faculty – and the archdiocesan seminary. 
 Following further health problems, as well as financial difficulties, Heidegger abandoned 
his plans for the priesthood. Despite formally shifting his focus from theology to philosophy, 
however, almost every aspect of his personal and intellectual life was mediated through 
Catholicism: he studied the canon of Catholic writers, contributed to Catholic periodicals such as 
the Der Akademiker, and worked almost exclusively under Catholic supervisors. His goal, 
according to one biographer, was to “develop a new type of Neo-Scholasticism, a Neo-Neo-
Scholasticism,” that would bring together elements of medieval Scholasticism and mysticism 
(especially Meister Eckhart), aspects of modern Christian thought, neo-Kantianism, and Edmund 
Husserl’s new doctrine of phenomenology, which Heidegger had recently started reading.59 After 
                                                
57 Carl Braig, Vom Sein. Abris der Ontologie (Freiburg: Herder, 1896); Martin Heidegger, Time and Being, trans. 
Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), p. 74. In his Heidegger and Aquinas: An Essay on Overcoming 
Metaphysics (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), pp. 45-55, John D. Caputo has argued (against 
conventional wisdom) that Heidegger’s encounter with Braig, rather than Brentano, was decisive for the later 
direction of his thought. Caputo pointed in particular to Braig’s usage of some of Heidegger’s most distinctive 
terminology (e.g. das Sein des Seienden). 
58 For empirical information on Gröber, as well as Heidegger’s early religious years, see the useful discussion in 
Farias, Heidegger and Nazism, ch. 1. 
59 van Buren, Young Heidegger, p. 53. 
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writing his dissertation on “The Doctrine of Judgment in Psychologism,” Heidegger began work 
on his habilitation, which he completed in 1915 on the subject of “Duns Scotus’s Doctrine of 
Categories and Meanings.” Although he failed to secure the vacant chair of Catholic philosophy, 
Heidegger remained in Freiburg as a lecturer in philosophy. Later in the chapter we will return to 
the years immediately following World War I. Until then, it will suffice to say that although 
Heidegger increasingly distanced himself from Catholicism – culminating in a formal break with 
the Church some time around 1918 – his work continued to demonstrate an ongoing engagement 
with Christian, and especially Protestant, thought. As he put it in a well-known letter to Father 
Engelbert Krebs, “Epistemological insights […] have made the system of Catholicism 
problematic and unacceptable to me - but not Christianity and metaphysics.”60 
 For now, however, I will jump ahead to Heidegger’s analysis of anxiety in Being and 
Time.61 The principle – or, perhaps more accurately, ostensible – aim of BT is deceptively 
simple. Heidegger opens the work by declaring that the “question of the meaning of being […] 
has today been forgotten.” Where once, he continues, philosophers considered being to be 
“continually disturbing as something obscure and hidden,” the metaphysical tradition since Plato 
and Aristotle has increasingly regarded the question as self-evident, if not entirely redundant 
(21/2). Heidegger’s goal, therefore, is not only to investigate the “is” of being, but also to disrupt 
                                                
60 Martin Heidegger, Letter to Engelbert Krebs, January 9, 1911, trans. Thomas Sheehan, in Becoming Heidegger: 
On the Trail of His Early Occasional Writings, 1910-1927, ed. Theodore Kisiel and Thomas Sheehan (Evanston, 
IL.: Northwestern University Press, 2007), p. 96. The years between the completion of his habilitation and the 
publication of Being and Time in 1927 have been reconstructed in painstaking detail by scholars; see especially 
Kisiel, Genesis. 
61 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (London: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1962). Henceforth BT. All quotations and citations from BT will be given within the body of text in 
parenthesis; following the convention of Heidegger scholarship, I will first provide the page reference of the English 
translation, followed by that of the German original. Please also note that where appropriate I have made slight 
amendments to the original translation. 
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the complacency of contemporary philosophy. It is worth pausing a moment to note that if we 
take Heidegger’s historical sketch of the history of the question of being at all seriously – in 
other words, if we accept his claim that being has become utterly obscure to contemporary 
philosophy – we are immediately prompted to inquire as to alternative lineages through which 
Heidegger himself could have been led to an awareness of being. Although it is almost certain 
that Heidegger was led to the question through his own reading of the Greek metaphysicians and 
pre-Socratics (as, indeed, he will claim), it is plausible to suggest that he found an additional, 
perhaps foundational, wellspring within the (neo-)Scholastic tradition of his youth. If so, we 
already have good grounds on which to question the characterization of BT as a secular work. 
 Almost as soon as Heidegger raises the question of being, he argues that any attempt to 
investigate its meaning must be deferred.62 Although it is an essential part of our everyday 
language, the “is” of being has become so opaque that we can only approach it via a particular 
entity [Seiendes]; in Heidegger’s words, “the question of being requires that the right way of 
access to entities shall have been obtained and secured in advance.” The entity that Heidegger 
has designated for the “disclosure of being” (26/7) is, in fact, us: despite the fact that human 
beings have nothing more than a “vague average understanding of being,” (25/5) the mere fact 
that we are capable of asking the question demonstrates our suitability for the investigation (we 
can think of Heidegger’s argument here as a form of ontological self-performativity). Heidegger 
designates “this entity which each of us is himself” and which can inquire as to the possibility of 
being by the term “Dasein.”63 But Heidegger’s identification of Dasein as the entity through 
                                                
62 Indeed, since Heidegger never completed his sequel to BT and never returned to the explicit question of being, his 
investigation was deferred eternally. 
63 There are important and easily overlooked consequences to Heidegger’s definition of Dasein. In order to be 
considered “Dasein,” an individual must meet two criteria: first, they must in some sense simply be as human 
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which the investigation of being will take place merely serves to raise more questions: what are 
the characteristics of Dasein? what makes it so special? in what sense is Dasein distinct from 
other entities? In other words, Dasein itself now stands in need of explication, a task that will 
occupy Heidegger for the rest of the book. 
 Heidegger quickly establishes that Dasein’s “special distinctiveness compared with other 
entities” (32/11-12) – what is often called its ontic priority – stems from two factors. First, 
Dasein is determined by its own existence; as Heidegger put it, “in its very being, that being is an 
issue for it.” (32/12) Second, Dasein, unlike entities such as animals or inanimate objects, also 
possesses an understanding of the being of other entities (we might term this “ontological 
recognition”). On the basis of these characteristics, Heidegger concludes that “Dasein has turned 
out to be, more than any other entity, the one which must first be interrogated ontologically.” In 
this way, a project that began as an ontological investigation into the meaning of being itself is, 
in the space of a few short pages, transformed into a philosophical anthropology of human being. 
In Heidegger’s words, “fundamental ontology, from which alone all other ontologies can take 
their rise, must be sought in the existential analytic of Dasein.” (34/13) To solve the question of 
being, we must first come to an understanding of the entity that is capable of asking about being. 
It is in the process of investigating Dasein that anxiety comes to assume its particular 
significance for Heidegger’s wider project. 
                                                                                                                                                       
beings; but second, they must also be capable of posing the question of being. This suggests that it is a mistake to 
straightforwardly equate “Dasein” with “human beings.” Rather, Heidegger appears to have two categories (the 
temptation to say “hierarchy” is perhaps best resisted) of human beings. Although all entities that qualify as Dasein 
are human, not all humans are Dasein – we may think here of people in comas, the developmentally disabled, or 
potentially the mentally ill. 
 
 87 
 According to Heidegger, anxiety is a particular “disposedness” [Befindlichkeit] of Dasein, 
by which he means a “basic existential way in which Dasein is its ‘there’.”64 Disposedness 
signifies a condition of Dasein’s fundamental receptivity and openness to the world in which it 
finds itself at any given moment. Because Dasein’s disposedness discloses “information” about 
itself to itself in such away that it can “interpret itself,” Befindlichkeit is an especially useful tool 
for the phenomenological interpretation of Dasein (179/140). The everyday, pre-theoretical 
manifestation of disposedness is “mood,” which indicates Dasein’s attunement to the world. 
Dasein always has some kind of mood, whether positive or negative; even the “pallid, evenly 
balanced lack of mood, which is often persistent, […] is far from nothing at all.” A mood, 
Heidegger continues, “makes manifest ‘how one is, and how one is faring’. In this ‘how one is’, 
having a mood brings being to its ‘there’.” (173/134) Put differently, moods situate being 
proximally, providing a point of access through which Dasein can begin to investigate itself. 
Given that some moods are more effective at making being transparent to Dasein than others, 
however, we must seek the one with the “most far-reaching and most primordial possibilities of 
disclosure.” (226/182). The mood that fulfills this requirement, according to Heidegger, is 
anxiety: “As one of Dasein’s possibilities of being, anxiety […] provides the phenomenal basis 
for explicitly grasping Dasein’s primordial totality of being.” (227/182) 
 Heidegger begins his analysis of anxiety by distinguishing it from fear. Whereas the latter 
is a definite object, something that we actually encounter within the world (179/140), “that in the 
                                                
64 I here follow Kisiel’s translation of Befindlichkeit rather than Macquarrie and Robinson’s rendering of the term as 
“state-of-mind.” Heidegger, in keeping with the basic principles of phenomenology, goes out of his way to avoid 
equating Befindlichkeit (as well as its everyday equivalent, moods) with a subjectivity that is contrasted to the 
objectivity of the external world - precisely the connotation carried by “state-of-mind.” For more, see Theodore 
Kisiel, “The New Translation of Sein und Zeit: A Grammatological Lexicographer’s Commentary,” in Heidegger’s 
Way of Thought: Critical and Interpretive Signposts, ed. Alfred Denker and Marion Heinz (London: Continuum, 
2002), pp. 64-84. 
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face of which one is anxious is completely indefinite.” Anxiety, Heidegger continues, “is 
characterized by the fact that what threatens is nowhere.” (231/186) For now we will only note in 
passing that Heidegger’s basic characterization of the difference between fear and anxiety is 
identical to that of Kierkegaard. But Heidegger puts an ontological spin on Kierkegaard’s 
analysis by arguing that the “nothing” of anxiety actually points toward the basic fact of our 
being situated in a given time and place in the world; thus Heidegger argues that “being-in-the-
world itself is that in the face of which anxiety is anxious.” (232/187) We can summarize 
Heidegger’s analysis thus far by saying that anxiety is a basic comportment toward the world, the 
indeterminacy and objectless-ness of which prompts Dasein to confront the ontological character 
of its existence. But this all seems rather abstract. In order to bring to light Heidegger’s 
understanding of anxiety, we must address two questions: in what sense, or through what 
process, does anxiety bring Dasein face-to-face with being, and why do we require the mediation 
of anxiety to address ourselves to being in the first place? 
 A clue to both questions can be found in Heidegger’s statement that “Anxiety throws 
Dasein back upon that which it is anxious about – its authentic potentiality-for-being-in-the-
world. Anxiety individualizes Dasein for its ownmost being-in-the-world, which […] projects 
itself essentially upon possibilities.” (232/188) In other words, anxiety reminds Dasein that it has 
the freedom, within predetermined boundaries, to determine its own existence.65 Dasein is free to 
either pursue an authentic existence or flee from it. As Heidegger notes earlier in the text, 
“Dasein is an entity which in each case I myself am. Mineness belongs to any existent Dasein, 
and belongs to it as the condition which makes authenticity and inauthenticity possible.” (78/53) 
                                                
65 Since Dasein always already finds itself thrown into existence at a time and place not of its own choosing – a 
characteristic of existence that Heidegger terms “thrownness” [Geworfenheit] – it does not have absolute freedom to 
pursue its goals. 
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Inauthenticity arises when Dasein loses itself, and thereby its authenticity, in what Heidegger 
terms “the they” (das Man). Put briefly, “the they” is a kind of invisible and intangible social 
pressure to conform to the “averageness” of the public at large, what we might colloquially call 
the “lowest common denominator.” “The they” is to be found everywhere; it flattens everything 
exceptional and results in the “‘leveling down’ of all possibilities of being.” (164-5/127)  
 The tendency for Dasein to lose itself in the “idle talk” [Gerede] of “the they” manifests 
itself in what Heidegger calls “fallenness.” Dasein, he writes, has “fallen away from itself as an 
authentic potentiality for being its Self, and has fallen into the ‘world’.” (220/173) Heidegger 
insists that there is something deeply seductive about fallenness; dwelling within the 
“dictatorship” of “the they” allows Dasein to avoid the burden of taking responsibility for its 
own existence (164/126). But the anesthetizing effect of fallenness comes at a price: “Falling 
being-in-the-world,” Heidegger writes, “is not only tempting and tranquilizing; it is at the same 
time alienating.” (222/178) Inauthentic fallenness is thus the default state for Dasein, overcome 
only through great effort. As Heidegger stated in his important text “Phenomenological 
Interpretations with Respect to Aristotle,” written in late 1922 but unpublished until 1989, 
“When it is anxious about its existence, factic life is on a detour.”66 In other words, the everyday 
                                                
66 Martin Heidegger, “Phenomenological Interpretations with Respect to Aristotle: Indication of the Hermeneutical 
Situation,” trans. Michael Baur, ed. Theodore Kisiel, in Becoming Heidegger: On the Trail of His Early Occasional 
Writings, 1910-1927, ed. Theodore Kisiel and Thomas Sheehan (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern University Press, 
2007), p. 164. The extant text comprises the introduction to what was planned as a full-length book on 
interpretations of Aristotle, which was to be based on Heidegger’s lectures of the early 1920s. As Kisiel explains in 
his brief introduction to the text, Heidegger’s lack of publications – little of substance had appeared since his 
habilitation in 1915 – was beginning to hurt Heidegger’s chances on the academic job market. Paul Natorp at 
Marburg and Georg Misch in Göttingen were actively supporting Heidegger’s application for positions at their 
respective universities but, as they made clear to Husserl, felt that Heidegger’s candidacy would be significantly 
strengthened by more publications. See ibid., pp. 150-51. The typescript of the introduction was found in the 
Göttingen archive of the philosopher and experimental psychologist Josef König by Hans-Ulrich Lessing in 1989 
and was published the same year in the Dilthey-Jahrbuch, Vol. 6, pp. 235-69. 
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lived experience of Dasein does not generally involve an active consideration of its anxiety in the 
face of being. 
 At this point, anxiety’s centrality to Heidegger’s overall account of human being starts to 
become apparent. Anxiety is the primary form of engagement with the world through which 
Dasein is able to overcome the forces arrayed against the possibility of its achieving authenticity. 
Dasein experiences anxiety as a violent jolt to its being, a warning against persisting within the 
complacency of “the they,” which does its utmost to drown meaningful consideration of anxiety, 
and hence being, in a sea of idle talk. As a basic form of care [Sorge], anxiety is always 
attempting to shatter Dasein’s fallen indifference. Even when it appears to be absent, “Anxiety is 
there. It is only sleeping,” as Heidegger noted in “What is Metaphysics?”67 It is for this reason 
that “the they” works so hard to repress anxiety, as Heidegger noted in his manuscripts of 1936-
8: “Anxiety before being is as great today as it ever was. Proof: the enormous apparatus for 
shouting down this anxiety.”68 When Dasein experiences anxiety, it is anxious about its own 
existence in the world. The phenomenological analysis of Dasein’s being-in-the-world that 
results from the encounter with anxiety, moreover, provides a privileged point of entry for 
exploring being itself. Anxiety is thus both an existential mode of being and a tool for 
phenomenological investigation.69 
                                                
67 Martin Heidegger, “What is Metaphysics?” trans. David Farrell Krell, in Basic Writings From Being and Time 
(1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964), ed. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), p. 108. 
Henceforth referred to within the body of the text as “WM.” 
68 Martin Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe III: Abteilung: Unveröffentlichte Abhandlungen/Vorträge – Gedachtes, Band 
65: Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), ed. F.-W. Von Herrmann (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 
1989), p. 139. 
69 Heidegger has considerably more to say about the former than the latter in BT. His (comparative) reticence to 
speak of the phenomenological implications of anxiety is especially curious given that, as we noted earlier, 
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 The dual functions of anxiety can be seen most clearly in Heidegger’s analysis of one of 
the most ambiguous and difficult concepts in all of BT: death.70 Heidegger employs a highly 
idiosyncratic definition of death that bears little resemblance to the phenomenon of dying as 
commonly understood.71 Far from being a singular event (284/240), Heidegger conceives of 
death as an ongoing process in which Dasein is always dying: “Dasein, as thrown being-in-the-
world, has in every case already been delivered over to its death. In being towards its death, 
Dasein is dying factically and indeed constantly, as long as it has not yet come to its demise.” 
(303/259 - my emphasis) Heidegger’s conception of death is intimately linked to his account of 
temporality: Dasein is distinguished from other organisms in that it is always projecting into 
possibilities which are essentially future-oriented. As an individual, I pursue certain aims and 
goals that unfold over time – attending graduate school, for example – and through which I try to 
attain a meaningful existence. Death is a countervailing tendency: it represents the negation of 
projection and hence of temporality. In Taylor Carman’s formulation, death is the “closing down 
of possibilities, which is an essential structural feature of all projection into a future.”72 
 Confronted by the potential negation of its future, Dasein can respond to death in the 
same way as any other mode of disposedness, either by facing up to it or fleeing from it. 
                                                                                                                                                       
Heidegger explicitly cites anxiety’s status as a special portal through which to explore the question of being as the 
entire reason for the analysis of anxiety. 
70 For more on Heidegger and death, see Peter Edwards, Heidegger on Death: A Critical Evaluation (La Salle, IL.: 
The Hegeler Institute, 1979); Willliam Blattner, “The Concept of Death in Being and Time” in Hubert Dreyfus and 
Mark Wrathall, ed., Heidegger Reexamined, Vol. 1: Dasein, Authenticity, and Death (London: Routledge, 2002); 
and Carol J. White, Time and Death: Heidegger’s Analysis of Finitude (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005). 
71 Heidegger designates the term “perishing” [Verenden] to cover the biological fact of ceasing to be alive: “In our 
terminology the ending of anything that is alive, is denoted as ‘perishing’.” (284/240-1) 
72 Taylor Carman, Heidegger’s Analytic: Interpretation, Discourse, and Authenticity in Being and Time 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 285. 
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Absorption in “the they” makes the latter far more likely, as Heidegger affirmed as early as 
1922: 
 
Life is in such a way that its death is always somehow there for it. Its death stands in view there 
for it, and this is so even if ‘the thought of death’ is shut out and suppressed. […] The forced 
absence of anxiousness about death in caring about life gets actualized in the flight into world-
laden concerns.73 
 
But if Dasein is able to come to terms with its death, the rewards are potentially great (299/254, 
302/268). In death, Heidegger writes, “Dasein stands before itself in its ownmost potentiality-
for-being. This is a possibility in which the issue is nothing less than Dasein’s being-in-the-
world.” (294/250) Heidegger is here pointing to the fact that death plays a special role in helping 
Dasein to attain authenticity. If all of this sounds familiar, it should: although death, as an 
existential mode, is distinct from anxiety, from a phenomenological perspective, death and 
anxiety play essentially identical roles: “Thrownness into death reveals itself to Dasein in a more 
primordial and impressive manner in that disposedness which we have called ‘anxiety’.” 
(295/251) Heidegger articulates the same point more forcefully a few pages later: “being-
towards-death,” he writes, “is essentially anxiety.” (310/266) Phenomenologically speaking, 
then, death is a form of anxiety. 
 Given Heidegger’s distinction between anxiety and fear, we might well ask whether he 
can meaningfully speak of Dasein being anxious “about” or “in the face of” death – is death then 
not simply a definite object of fear? Heidegger’s answer is a resounding no: death is not an entity 
                                                
73 Heidegger, “Phenomenological Interpretations,” p. 163. 
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in the world, it is structure of Dasein’s temporality. Although we use language to indicate this 
phenomenon, our words are really just a placeholder. When we talk about “death,” we are talking 
about the negation of a potentiality that is itself fundamentally unknown; as a consequence, when 
we feel anxious about death, we are really feeling anxious about the possibilities of the life we 
are at that moment living. In Heidegger’s own words, 
 
Anxiety in the face of death is anxiety ‘in the face of’ that potentially-for-being which is one’s 
ownmost, non-relational, and not to be outstripped. That in the face of which one has anxiety is 
being-in-the-world itself. That about which one has this anxiety is simply Dasein’s potentiality-
for-being. Anxiety in the face of death must not be confused with fear in the face of one’s 
demise. This anxiety is not an accidental or random mood of ‘weakness’ in some individual; but, 
as a basic disposedness of Dasein, it amounts to the disclosedness of the fact that Dasein exists as 
thrown being towards its end. (295/251) 
 
 In contemplating the “possibility of the impossibility of its existence,” Dasein comes face 
to face with nothingness (310/266). Heidegger elaborated upon the manner in which anxiety 
reveals the nothing of being in “WM” his inaugural lecture at Freiburg University, delivered on 
July 24, 1929 and first published five months later. Although the substantive descriptions of 
anxiety in BT and “WM” are very similar, that which anxiety discloses appears to undergo a 
reversal. Where in BT Heidegger argued that anxiety provided a privileged vantage point through 
which to understand being, in “WM” he uses an almost identical formulation to argue that 
“anxiety reveals the nothing,” by which he means “the complete negation of the totality of 
beings.”74 What Heidegger could be said to be doing in “WM,” then, is bringing the logic of his 
and Kierkegaard’s shared definition of anxiety as objectless fear to its (onto)logical end point. 
                                                
74 Heidegger, “What is Metaphysics?” pp. 103, 100. 
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Indeed, Heidegger seems to confirm this very point when he notes that, “we must say that in the 
face of which and for which we were anxious was ‘really’ – nothing. Indeed: the nothing itself – 
as such – was there.”75 
 By what process does anxiety reveal the nothing and how does it differ from being? 
Heidegger argues that in anxiety, the being of entities recedes from Dasein’s grasp. As entities 
slip away, the nothing “makes itself known” to Dasein. The stark contrast between the 
“something” of entities and the “nothing” that is left in the wake of their retreat has the effect of 
bringing the being of those entities to light as something quintessentially other to Dasein. As 
Heidegger put it, “In the clear night of the nothing of anxiety the original openness of beings as 
such arises: that they are beings - and not nothing. […] Only on the grounds of the original 
revelation of the nothing can human existence approach and penetrate beings.”76 Thus, although 
being and nothingness are ontologically distinguished from one another, they are basically 
inseparable from the perspective of a phenomenological investigation carried out via the 
disposedness of anxiety. In death, the same process of the stripping away of entities from Dasein 
takes place, a process that brings to light both being (in the form of nothingness) and Dasein’s 
radical singularity. But, as Heidegger makes abundantly clear in BT, death also negates Dasein’s 
own potential for being, resulting in anxiety over the direction of one’s life. 
 The revelation that in death Dasein can no longer be, that it loses all capacity for 
anticipation, projection, and possibility, has profound consequences. The overwhelming anxiety 
that accompanies death prompts Dasein to break free of the conformity of “the they” and seek an 
individualized, authentic existence – what Heidegger refers to as “the possibility of being itself.” 
                                                
75 ibid., p. 103. 
76 ibid., pp. 104, 105. 
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The result is what Heidegger terms “freedom towards death,” a mode of resolute anticipation in 
which Dasein embraces its essential nature as thrown anxiety. Freedom towards death, he writes, 
is “a freedom which has been released from the illusions of the ‘they’ and which is factical, 
certain of itself, and anxious.” (311/266) In “WM,” Heidegger makes the same point in rather 
more dramatic, perhaps quasi-Hegelian, language. Although anxiety is usually suppressed, it can 
be seen most acutely in those individuals “who are basically daring.” Far from being 
overwhelmed by anxiety, these “daring ones are sustained by that on which they expend 
themselves – in order thus to preserve a final greatness in existence.” Such achievements are 
only possible on the basis of the nothing disclosed by anxiety: “Without the original revelation of 
the nothing, [there can be] no selfhood and no freedom,” he declares.77 
 Although it is easily overlooked, Heidegger’s argument that authentic freedom requires 
anxiety is precisely the conclusion that Kierkegaard reached almost a century earlier in The 
Concept of Anxiety – recall the latter’s observation that “anxiety is the dizziness of freedom, 
which emerges when the spirit wants to posit the synthesis and freedom looks down into its own 
possibility.”78 Anxiety’s role in making freedom possible is also a theme to which we will return 
in the final chapter of the dissertation, where American commentators like Rollo May and Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. will draw upon the existential tradition to argue that anxiety is a condition of a 
specifically political understanding of freedom. Paradoxical though it may seem, all of these 
figures understood freedom (variously conceived) to consist not in an escape from anxiety, but a 
facing up to its potentiality. But it was not only his conception of the relationship between 
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anxiety and freedom that Heidegger owed something to Kierkegaard. His presentation of “the 
they” is almost indistinguishable from Kierkegaard’s discussion of the babble of the “present 
age” in Two Ages (1846), a text with which, as we will shortly see, Heidegger was well 
acquainted. It has further been suggested that Heidegger’s analysis of the forgetfulness of being 
parallels Kierkegaard’s depiction of the “dreaming spirit” that characterizes the Christian before 
his vertiginous encounter with anxiety.79 
 Indeed, despite – or perhaps because of – the claim that “In Being and Time, Heidegger 
followed Kierkegaard nearly step-by-step in the exploration and exposition of anxiety,” 
Heidegger seemingly went out of his way to disguise his debt to his Danish predecessor.80 
Famously, there are only three references to Kierkegaard in all of BT and all come in footnotes. 
In the first, Heidegger acknowledges the rich history of anxiety and fear within a certain 
Christian tradition, one that emerges “whenever the anthropological problem of man’s being 
towards God has won priority.” Singling out the contributions of Augustine and Luther, 
Heidegger continued that, “The man who has gone farthest in analyzing the phenomenon of 
anxiety – and again in the theological context of a ‘psychological’ exposition of the problem of 
original sin – is Søren Kierkegaard.”81 Although Heidegger’s comment might sound like a clear 
endorsement of Kierkegaard’s position, a more careful reading reveals that the footnote is 
couched in ambivalence. For one thing, as Heidegger made clear time and again in the Zollikon 
Seminars, a series of symposia he co-taught with the Swiss-German existential psychiatrist 
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(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011), p. 108. 
80 ibid., p. 106. 
81 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 492, Division I, Chapter 6 fn. IV. 
 
 97 
Medard Boss from the late 1950s until the late 1960s, he regarded psychology as a merely 
“ontic” endeavor.82 By this, Heidegger means that psychology, though perfectly adequate for 
conveying insights into the functioning of the human mind, is incapable of disclosing knowledge 
of being itself. An ontic account of anxiety, then, would be of limited interest to Heidegger, for 
whom the ontological was the absolute priority.83 
 A similar equivocation can be found in the second footnote in which Kierkegaard is 
mentioned. Immediately after praising Kierkegaard’s “penetrating” analysis of the “problem of 
existence,” Heidegger qualifies his praise by noting that “the existential problematic was so alien 
to him that, as regards his ontology, he remained completely dominated by Hegel.”84 Leaving 
aside the accuracy of his description of Kierkegaard (and especially the latter’s relationship to 
Hegel), Heidegger’s words signal an unmistakable effort to put distance between his project and 
that of Kierkegaard, even as he went on to single out The Concept of Anxiety for praise in the 
following sentence. The pattern of ambivalence in BT parallels Heidegger’s view of Kierkegaard 
throughout the post-World War I years. Before going into Heidegger’s early treatment of 
Kierkegaard, however, it is worth pausing briefly to discuss how the former came to be 
acquainted with the latter in the first place. Although few today would dispute Kierkegaard’s 
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place in the canon of nineteenth-century thinkers, his current renown is the result of a circuitous 
and somewhat unlikely series of translations and transmissions. Until close to the end of the 
nineteenth century, Kierkegaard and his works were almost entirely neglected even within his 
native Denmark. The marginalization of Kierkegaard began (literally) almost immediately 
following his death in 1855, when his brother, the future Bishop of Aalborg, Peter Christian 
Kierkegaard, used his funeral as yet another occasion to condemn the heterodox nature of 
Søren’s theology.85 
 The very first German-language fragment of Kierkegaard appeared in 1861, followed by 
a series of translations undertaken in the 1870s by the pastor Albert Bärthold, a student of the 
Tübingen theologian Johann Tobias Beck.86 Despite Bärthold’s efforts, however, outside of a 
small circle of Protestant theologians and academics, Kierkegaard remained all but unknown 
until the 1890s, when another student of Beck’s, the preacher Christoph Schrempf, began 
systematically translating Kierkegaard’s works into German.87 Beginning with The Concept of 
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Anxiety and Philosophical Fragments in 1890, by 1922 Schrempf had completed the final 
volume of a complete edition of Kierkegaard’s published works. Although Schrempf’s 
translations were notoriously impressionistic – “breathtakingly free,” in the words of one scholar 
– his early translations were critical for bringing Kierkegaard to a wider readership, including, 
ultimately, Heidegger, Binswanger, Goldstein, and Tillich.88 As Heidegger’s former student 
Hans-Georg Gadamer has suggested, “In the liberal translation into German by Christoph 
Schrempf, Kierkegaard’s work effected an epoch in Germany in the years before and after World 
War I.”89 Heidegger began reading Kierkegaard around 1911, but his initial point of entry was 
not Schrempf but a Swabian critic of contemporary Christianity named Theodor Haecker, whose 
translations appeared in the popular Austrian journal Der Brenner.90 Founded in 1910 by the 
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critics Carl Dallago, Max von Erstele, and Ludwig von Ficker, Der Brenner railed against the 
decadence of modernity from a position of deep conservatism.91 
 The journal was a good fit for Haecker, who practiced what Allan Janik called a 
“philosophy of inwardness,” a critique of contemporary society that was nurtured by the “simple 
religiosity” of the pietist background in which Haecker was raised.92 Influenced by the 
philosophers Henri Bergson and Max Scheler, Haecker’s philosophy of inwardness, asserted 
Janik, “culminates in a deeply Protestant critique of secular efforts to create a science of man.”93 
Kierkegaard was in almost every way the ideal thinker for a dissatisfied Protestant searching for 
a psychologically rich antidote to the superficiality of the present age. Appearing just before 
World War I, Haecker’s rendering of the section of Kierkegaard’s Two Ages best known in 
English as “The Present Age” was the first reliable translation of the Dane’s work to appear in 
German, a not inconsiderable virtue in light of the controversy surrounding Schrempf’s 
translations. Der Brenner had a wide circulation among the intelligentsia of the German-
speaking world, including Husserl, Martin Buber, Karl Jaspers, and Heidegger himself, who 
subscribed to the journal from 1911 until its final issue in 1954. According to Janik, there is 
“little doubt” that Heidegger’s concepts of “idle talk” and “the they” – both, as we’ve already 
seen, central to BT – were drawn directly from Haecker’s translation of the Two Ages.94 
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 Janik’s brief testament to Kierkegaard’s influence on Heidegger, especially as transmitted 
via Haecker, is borne out by an examination of Heidegger’s lectures and publications in the 
decade or so following World War I. And yet simultaneously evident is the strategy of distancing 
and thinly disguised critique found in BT’s footnotes. In “The Problem of Sin in Luther,” a two-
part lecture delivered as a guest in Rudolf Bultmann’s theological seminar on Paul’s Ethics at the 
University of Marburg on February 14 and 21, 1924, Heidegger posed the question, “what does 
‘sin’ mean when humanity’s relation to God is discussed as a theological problem?” This 
problem, he continued, “is closely tied to the question of the original state of humanity in iustitia 
originalis [original righteousness]. For we are asking about human being at the moment of its 
emergence from the hand of God.”95 What follows is a discussion, based on a close reading of 
Luther’s texts, of how it came to be that human beings, as the summum bonum of creation, could 
have fallen into sin in the first place. Humanity’s relation to original sin is, of course, also 
precisely Kierkegaard’s question in The Concept of Anxiety, and Heidegger’s Luther is 
(accurately enough) very close to the theology that Kierkegaard outlined just over three centuries 
later. 
 In a manner reminiscent of Haecker’s protest against the Church, Heidegger continued by 
noting that “Protestant theology today generally does not demonstrate the understanding of sin 
we have just outlined and the understanding of the relation of God and man that this entails.”96 
Referring to this “betray[al]” of Protestantism, Heidegger ended his lecture by approvingly 
quoting Kierkegaard’s declaration that, “The Principle of Protestantism has a special 
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presupposition: a human being who sits there in mortal anxiety – in fear and trembling and great 
spiritual trial.”97 It would appear, then, that Heidegger regarded Kierkegaard to be one of the 
exceptions to the fundamental misinterpretation of man’s relationship to God perpetrated not 
only by contemporary Protestantism, but the history of theology more generally. This claim is 
borne out by his statement in a Winter Semester 1919-20 lecture that “The ancient Christian 
achievement was distorted and buried through the infiltration of classical science into 
Christianity. From time to time it reasserted itself in violent eruptions (as in Augustine, in 
Luther, in Kierkegaard).”98 Heidegger’s comments here, in turn, point to his fascination with 
what he termed “primal [sometimes also translated as “primordial”] Christian life,” which he 
traced back to Paul’s letter to the Galatians.99 
 If one were given the unfortunate task of trying to summarize the many themes 
permeating Heidegger’s lectures between 1919-1925, a plausible explanation might be that he 
elucidated and deployed primal Christianity as a resource through which to recover a sense of 
being from the clutches of Greek metaphysics and neo-Scholasticism. It is evident, then, that 
Heidegger regarded Kierkegaard as the most recent in a highly select line of theologians capable 
of resurrecting the spirit of primal Christianity, but in his lecture series on “The Hermeneutics of 
Facticity,” delivered in Freiburg in Summer Semester 1923, Heidegger tempered his praise. One 
of the main themes of the lectures was Heidegger’s assertion that hermeneutics should best be 
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understood as a method through which Dasein can come to an understanding of itself. Although 
Heidegger acknowledged that “strong impulses” for his “hermeneutical explication” stemmed 
from Kierkegaard, he nevertheless maintained that the latter’s “presuppositions, approach, 
manner of execution, and goal were fundamentally different, insofar as [Kierkegaard] made these 
too easy for himself. What was basically in question for him was nothing but the kind of personal 
reflection he pursued. He was a theologian and stood within the realm of faith, in principle 
outside of philosophy.”100 In 1943, Heidegger reiterated this point in (by his standards) even 
harsher language, arguing that Kierkegaard was “not a thinker but a religious writer.”101  
 In his book Radical Hermeneutics, John D. Caputo argued that “Heidegger not only 
understates his dependence on Kierkegaard, he misstates it. […] It is clear that Kierkegaard’s 
contribution to Being and Time goes right to the heart of the ontology which is defended 
there.”102 Caputo almost certainly overstates the case here. While Heidegger’s debt to 
Kierkegaard undoubtedly goes far beyond a mere three footnotes, he is right to assert that there is 
a difference between their respective approaches. Where the latter is predominantly motivated by 
providing a total account of the lived experience of man’s relationship to faith and God, 
Heidegger – certainly the Heidegger of BT – is an ontologist who is interested in questions of sin, 
faith, anxiety, and religion only insofar as they have something to tell us about being. As 
Heidegger put it as early as 1920, in a postcard to the German philosopher Karl Löwith, “What is 
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of importance in Kierkegaard must be appropriated anew, but in a strict critique that grows out 
of our own situation. Blind appropriation is the greatest seduction […] Not everyone who talk of 
‘existence’ has to be a Kierkegaardian.”103 No matter how tempting it is at times to equate the 
two, being and God are not synonymous. 
 Yet, as the preceding discussion has also suggested, it would be a mistake to 
straightforwardly describe the early Heidegger as a “secular” thinker, if by secular one means an 
attitude divorced from any kind of religious or spiritual basis.104 Beyond the thoroughly Christian 
vocabulary he deploys in BT, with its talk of fallenness, anxiety, and guilt, and reflections upon 
man’s mortality, Heidegger had spent most of his career to that point immersed (either spiritually 
and/or intellectually) in one religious tradition or another, be it Catholicism, Eckhartian 
mysticism, or Protestantism.105 As van Buren has noted, Heidegger’s engagement with Luther, in 
particular, was deep enough that he acquired a reputation as an expert on the subject.106 Or, in the 
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words of Gadamer, “He saw himself – at that time [the early 1920s] – as a Christian theologian. 
All his efforts to sort things out with himself and with his own questions were provoked by the 
task of freeing himself from the prevailing theology in which he had been educated, in order that 
he could become a Christian.”107 Such claims are born out by Heidegger’s own words. In a letter 
to Löwith of August 19, 1921, Heidegger declared, “I work concretely and factically out of my ‘I 
am’, out of my intellectual and wholly factic origin, milieu, life-contexts […]. To this facticity of 
mine belongs what I would in brief call the fact that I am a ‘Christian theologian’.”108 
 As Kisiel has argued with reference to this letter, Heidegger’s emphasis in “theologian,” 
with its clear allusion to the logos, underscores his focus on the essentially philosophical 
grounding of theology: “His reading of Dilthey, Schleiermacher, Augustine, Eckhart, Luther, and 
Kierkegaard had taught Heidegger how deep the interchanges between philosophy and theology 
really were up to his day […]. With his special background, Heidegger must have felt uniquely 
drawn to a history of philosophy that just happened to be thoroughly permeated by 
Christianity.”109 Heidegger’s self-identification with Christian theology also goes beyond the 
publication of BT. In 1928, Bultmann was asked to write a short entry on Heidegger for a lexicon 
entitled Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Written in close consultation with Heidegger 
(whose additions are to be found in square brackets), the finished product noted that, “Augustine, 
Luther, and Kierkegaard were [philosophically essential] for H. in the development of [a more 
                                                
107 Gadamer, Heidegger’s Ways, p. 170. 
108 Martin Heidegger, Letter to Löwith, August 19, 1921, quoted in Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger’s 
Being and Time (Berkeley, CA.: University of California Press, 1993), p. 78. The original can be found in Dietrich 
Papenfuss and Otto Pöggeler, ed., Zur philosophisches Akualität Heideggers, Band II: Im Gespräch der Zeit 
(Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1990), pp. 27-32. For commentary on the letter, see Theodore Kisiel, “Was der frühe 
Heidegger tatsächlich ein ‘christlicher Theologie’?” in A. Gethmann-Siefert, ed., Philosophie und Poesie: Otto 
Pöggeler zum 60. Geburtstag (Stuttgart: Fromann-Holzboog, 1988), pp. 59-75. 
109 Kisiel, The Genesis, p. 78. 
 
 106 
radical] understanding of Dasein. […] H.’s work aims at neither theology nor a worldview, but it 
may well include approaches [and intentions] that are fruitful for an ontological foundation of 
[Christian] theology as a science.”110 What is especially significant about Heidegger’s 
annotations is that in every case, he chose to emphasize the links between his philosophy and a 
specifically Christian theology. 
 Neither Bultmann’s lexicon entry, nor Heidegger’s writings from 1915-22, nor the 
assertions of his former students and critics, provide definitive evidence that BT is a 
“theological” work, even in the widest sense of that term. Even Heidegger’s own use of religious 
language and imagery – the latter most obviously evident in the myth of “Cura” (the Latin word 
most commonly used to mean “anxiety” or “care”), which appears in §42 of BT, shortly after his 
main discussion of anxiety – can be partially explained by his goal of reappropriating the extant 
vocabulary of early twentieth century philosophy for his own ontological ends. Nevertheless, 
despite his protestations to the contrary, it is almost inconceivable that in the space of just a 
handful of years, Heidegger absolutely purged himself of his theological inclinations even as he 
retained a terminology saturated by the Protestant tradition in which he had been so thoroughly 
engrossed. Rather, we can conclude that the account of anxiety Heidegger provides in BT, much 
like his wider philosophy, was decisively informed by a “primal” Christian tradition that began 
with Paul, continued through Augustine, Luther, and Pascal, and culminated in Kierkegaard. 
 In making the claim that BT was mediated by theology, I do not seek to deny or 
marginalize the other influences on the development of Heidegger’s thinking – including the pre-
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Socratics, Aristotle, Seneca, Bergson, Tolstoy, Paul Natorp, Husserl, and Scheler, to name just a 
few – much less his own originality. Indeed, as both Moyn and McCarthy have recognized, it 
was only with Heidegger’s ontological interpretation of anxiety that the importance of 
Kierkegaard’s account came to be widely recognized and appreciated.111 In stripping anxiety of 
its explicitly (if not necessarily implicitly) theological connotations, Heidegger established 
anxiety as a more basic and constitutive phenomenon of human being than even Kierkegaard had 
suggested, one that was prior to, perhaps even foundational of, religious belief. Moreover, he did 
so via a methodology that, far more than Kierkegaard’s “psychology,” lent itself to medical 
applications. Although Heidegger was far from the only phenomenologist at work in the 1920s 
and ‘30s, BT’s account of anxiety provided the psychological sciences and neurology with an 
especially robust technique through which to recreate and analyze the inner experiences of 
patients. And it did so, moreover, without reducing their illnesses to a monocausal etiology. But, 
as we will see in later chapters, Heidegger retained enough of his prior religious sensibility to 
make his conception of anxiety palatable to a more theologically inclined audience, for read him 




In 1957, the Viennese-born psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Frederick J. Hacker asserted that 
Freud “would have agreed with Heidegger […] and with all the spokesmen of the age and the 
century of anxiety, who discovered existential anxiety as a constitutive element of human life. 
                                                
111 Moyn, “Anxiety and Secularization,” pp. 284-5; McCarthy, “Martin Heidegger,” p. 106. 
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Freud went even further than that.”112 Hacker’s claim, like Havi Carel’s almost half a century 
later, is patently false.113 Not only did Freud’s analysis of the existential elements of anxiety 
most assuredly not go further than Heidegger’s, he in fact rejected any such interpretation of the 
phenomenon. In Freud’s telling, neither death, nor meaninglessness, nor inauthenticity, nor the 
decline of spiritual life, nor the deadening effects of modernity, nor anything but libidinal 
conflict and (which is to say essentially the same thing) danger to the individual’s genital 
integrity could account for anxiety. Heidegger, by contrast, opened anxiety to the widest possible 
etiological canvas, existence itself. Indeed, so radical was Heidegger’s broadening of “that in the 
face of which” an individual might experience anxiety that it is easy to imagine a critic 
responding that the categories of being and nothingness are essentially empty vessels on to which 
one can project almost any content. And yet, overwhelmingly, this is not how Heidegger’s 
readers – certainly not those considered throughout the remainder of this dissertation – 
responded to his work. 
 With due regard for the perils of constructing post-facto teleologies, we can say that in 
the years immediately following the rediscovery of Kierkegaard’s works, and especially The 
Concept of Anxiety, anxiety could have developed in two distinct directions. One was 
represented by the positivistic medical tradition that culminated in Freud. The other found 
expression in the existential ontology of Heidegger. We should not suppose, as did Hacker and a 
number of his contemporaries in post-World War II America, that if Freud had only been aware 
of Kierkegaard’s work, he would have produced a more nuanced or multivalent account of 
                                                
112 Frederick J. Hacker, “Freud, Marx, and Kierkegaard,” in Freud and the 20th Century, ed. Benjamin Nelson (New 
York: Meridian Books, Inc., 1957), p. 134. 
113 See Carel’s claim that the death drive captures the “metaphysical and existential significance of death” in the 
same way as Heidegger’s notion of beyond-toward-death. Carel, Life and Death, pp. 46, 65, 115-35. 
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anxiety.114 For one thing, it is hard to believe that Freud could have been unaware of 
Kierkegaard, such was his penetration into the culture of the early twentieth-century German-
speaking world. More likely, Freud simply dismissed Kierkegaard, just as he alternatively 
dismissed or marginalized the contributions of most philosophers, including Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche (and here, perhaps, we find a significant parallel with Heidegger’s treatment of 
Kierkegaard). The premises of psychoanalysis, grounded as it was in a mechanistic account of 
biological functioning, were just too far removed from the concerns – and, especially, the 
worldview and methodology, broadly conceived – that informed the thinking of both 
Kierkegaard and Heidegger. 
 To appropriate a phrase first used in a related context, what we have seen in this chapter 
is a parting of the ways.115 After the mid-1920s, anxiety came to mean two broadly different 
things: on the one hand, it was a psychosomatic reaction to sexual disturbances; on the other 
hand, it was a reflection of the fundamental unease pervading modern existence. In the hands of 
Binswanger, Goldstein, and others, the latter conception of anxiety also became a medical 
diagnosis, but it did so without losing the broader existential implications. One did not have to be 
sick or in the throes of Oedipal entanglement to experience anxiety. Both conceptions of anxiety 
made claims to universal validity and both differentiated between “normal” and “pathological” 
manifestations of the phenomenon. But the existential account dramatically broadened the 
potential causes of anxiety. In the wake of the catastrophe that befell Europe between 1914-45, it 
                                                
114 See the discussion of attempts to find common ground between Freud and Kierkegaard in chapter six. 
115 The reference is to Michael Friedman’s book A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, and Heidegger (New 
York: Open Court, 2000). Friedman argues that the 1929 Davos disputation between Heidegger and Ernst Cassirer, 
which was witnessed by the German logical positivist Rudolf Carnap, marks the beginning of what is commonly 
referred to as the “analytic-continental divide” in modern philosophy. 
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is easy to understand why people turned to Freud to make sense of the malevolent and hidden 
urges at work in the recesses of the human mind. But it is equally easy to understand why many 
of them rejected what he took to be the content of those urges in favor of an understanding of 
anxiety that could interpret the sense of loss – of meaning, of life, of God, of ethics, of 
nationhood, or home – suffusing Europe and later America as more than an expression of the 
castration complex. 
 As damning as these conclusions might sound for Freud’s project, I would like to 
emphasize that my purpose here is not to show that Freud was “wrong” about anxiety. Like 
many of those figures yet to be discussed, I consider Freud to have been a visionary who 
redefined the meaning and significance of human consciousness. It may well be that from the 
wider perspective of psychoanalytic theory, his conception of anxiety is incoherent or self-
contradictory, but I have not been concerned with that question. Rather, my intention has been to 
demonstrate that what Freud means by “anxiety” – a manifestation of conflicts within, or threats 
to, the libido – is, for the most part, simply not what we today mean by that term. Rather, our 
present-day usage, as reflected in both our quotidian language and medical (especially 
psychotherapeutic) diagnoses, hews much more closely to the existential understanding of 
anxiety. It was the theologico-philosophical conception of anxiety that became the operative 
category among those who followed Kierkegaard and Heidegger. Freud was simply talking about 
something else. More to the point, he was understood to be talking about something else. In the 
following chapter, we will consider Ludwig Binswanger, the most dramatic example of a figure 
who, while profoundly indebted to Freud, ultimately rejected orthodox psychoanalysis in favor 
of a Heideggerian approach to anxiety.
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Chapter 3: Anxious Psychiatry: Ludwig Binswanger and the Medicalization 
of Existentialism 
 
Some time in the early 1940s, a twenty-five year old woman known to us as Lola Voss was 
admitted to Bellevue, a sanatorium on the edge of Lake Constance in Switzerland. Described as 
“vivacious,” “open,” and possessed of a “good mind,” Lola had first suffered from periods of 
acute anxiety following a serious bout of typhoid fever at the age of 12. Fearing for her life, the 
young Lola insisted on convalescing at her grandmother’s house because, in her words, her own 
home “was not safe enough.” At the age of 20, Lola fell in love with a young Spanish doctor, but 
following the postponement of their engagement, she suffered a severe psychological collapse.1 
Upon arriving at Bellevue, she was treated by a psychiatrist in his early sixties named Ludwig 
Binswanger. As the months passed, Lola became increasingly melancholic and superstitious: she 
began to collect four-leaf clovers and though she enjoyed a close relationship with her doctor, 
she accused the nurses of trying to hypnotize her.2 A little over a year into her stay at Bellevue, 
Lola’s family abruptly announced that her marriage to the Spanish physician was to go ahead in 
Paris. Despite a lack of clear evidence that her condition had improved, Lola was promptly 
discharged. The marriage went ahead, but in the following months Lola’s mental state continued 
its decline: upon being admitted to a psychiatric hospital in her home town in South America, 
she wrote to Dr. Binswanger accusing the doctors and nurses at her current institution of 
                                                
1 Ludwig Binswanger, “The Case of Lola Voss,” trans. Ernest Angel, in Ludwig Binswanger, Being-in-the-World: 
Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger (New York: Basic Books, 1963), pp. 267-69. Originally published as 
Ludwig Binswanger, “Studien zum Schizophrenienproblem: Der Fall Lola Voss,” Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie 
und Psychiatrie, Vol. 63 (1949), pp. 29-97. 
2 Binswanger, “Lola Voss,” pp. 268, 270 
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conspiring to kill her. Although she pleaded for Binswanger’s help, she never returned to 
Bellevue.3 
Although many of Lola’s symptoms were typical, her diagnosis was not. “As in earlier 
cases,” wrote Binswanger, “the report on Lola Voss points at the outset to existential anxiety.”4 
Lola’s entire being, continued Binswanger, was “used up by attempts to protect herself from 
anything that could disturb her existence and call it into question.”5 But as Lola’s paranoia and 
sense of persecution deepened, the defenses – the psychological dams – she had erected in order 
to maintain a sense of order began to give way. Binswanger noted that, “In ‘delusions of 
persecution’, these dams have burst. Existential anxiety floods the world of fellow men; the 
Dasein is threatened from everywhere, a prey to all.”6 Lola’s case was not the only example of 
“existential anxiety” that Binswanger had encountered. A few years earlier, he had treated an 
anorexic woman dubbed Ellen West. Despite months of treatment at Bellevue, Ellen’s anxiety 
became so unbearable that, after gorging herself on chocolate cream and Easter eggs, she 
committed suicide at the age of 33.7 In his report on Ellen’s case, Binswanger attempted to 
explain her suicide by drawing attention to the same anxiety that had so afflicted Lola:  
                                                
3 ibid., pp. 277, 282-3. 
4 ibid., p. 289. 
5 ibid., pp. 286. 
6 ibid., p. 311. 
7 Ludwig Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” trans. Werner M. Mendel and Joseph Lyons, in Existence: A New 
Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology, ed. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger (New York: Basic 
Books, 1958), p. 267. Originally published as Ludwig Binswanger, “Der Fall Ellen West. Eine anthropologische-
klinische Studie,” Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie, Vol. 53 (1944), pp. 255-77; Vol. 54 (1944), pp. 
69-117 and 330-60; and Vol. 55 (1945), pp. 16-40. Reprinted in Ludwig Binswanger, Ausgewählte Werke in vier 
Bänden, Band 4: Der Mensch in der Psychiatrie, ed. Alice Holzhey-Kunz (Heidelberg: Asanger, 1992), pp. 73-209. 
“The Case of Ellen West” has attracted considerable commentary in the secondary literature, almost all of it critical. 
Among professional psychotherapists, the main thrust of the criticism is directed against Binswanger’s assertion that 
Ellen’s suicide represented the only existentially authentic possibility open to her. Some of the more vehement 
 
 113 
Nowhere does her existence find a loving shelter, nor can it anywhere lay hold of its ground. 
This means that her existence is threatened by its own nothingness. This being-threatened we 
call, with Heidegger, anxiety or, as the life-history has it, fear and trembling. What existence 
dreads is being-in-the-world as such. […] Ellen’s fear of becoming fat […] is an expression of 
existential anxiety.8 
 
In his case study of Lola, Binswanger reiterated his point in similar language: “If we ask, further, 
on what the existential fire, the existential warmth has spent itself, we must answer […] on 
existential anxiety.” Comparing Lola’s case to that of Ellen, he asserted that the latter’s suicide 
took place “under compulsion, the compulsion to ward off anxiety at any cost, even at the cost of 
the life-fire.”9 
In diagnosing Ellen and Lola with “existential anxiety,” Binswanger was taking 
psychiatry – indeed, medicine as a whole – into unchartered territory. By the opening decades of 
the twentieth-century, existentialism was firmly established within the mainstream of European 
literature, philosophy, and theology. As we saw in the previous chapter, Kierkegaard’s work was 
                                                                                                                                                       
criticism can be found in David Lester, “Ellen West’s Suicide as a Case of Psychic Homicide,” Psychoanalytic 
Review, Vol. 58, No. 2 (1971) pp. 251-63; John T. Maltsberger and D.H. Buie, “Countertransference Hate in the 
Treatment of Suicidal Patients,” Archives of General Psychiatry, Vol. 30, No. 5 (May 1974), pp. 625-33; and Craig 
Jackson, Graham Davidson, Janice Russell, and Walter Vandereycken, “Ellen West Revisited: The Theme of Death 
in Eating Disorders,” International Journal of Eating Disorders, Vol. 9, No. 5 (September 1990), pp. 529-36. 
Binswanger has also been criticized on feminist grounds by critics who have sought to cast Ellen as a counterpart to 
Freud’s Dora. See, for example, Liliane Studer, “Das Leben lastet wie ein Wolke auf mir,” in WahnsinnsFrauen, ed. 
Sibylle Duda and Luise F. Pusch (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1992), pp. 226-54; and Susan Bordo, Unbearable 
Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley, CA.: University of California Press, 1993). The recent 
unearthing of previously unknown archival material, primarily the diaries and letters of Ellen and her husband Karl, 
by Albrecht Hirschmüller has prompted a resurgence of interest in the case (discussed in further detail later in the 
chapter), even if the consensus remains critical. Selections of the material have been made available as Naamah 
Akavia and Albrecht Hirschmüller, Ellen West: Gedichte, Prosatexte, Tagebücher, Krankengeschichte (Heidelberg: 
Asanger, 2007). Proceedings from an international conference in 2003 were published as Albrecht Hirschmüller et 
al, Ellen West: Eine Patientin Ludwig Binswangers zwischen Kreativität und destruktivem Leiden, ed. Albrecht 
Hirschmüller (Heidelberg: Asanger, 2003). 
8 ibid., p. 280. In line with the translations given in Binswanger’s other publications, I have here modified the 
translation of Angst from “dread” to “anxiety.” As well as Heidegger, Binswanger is here making a clear reference 
to Kierkegaard’s work Fear and Trembling. 
9 Binswanger, “The Case of Lola Voss,” p. 322. 
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finally receiving attention after decades of neglect. The philosophy of Nietzsche, meanwhile, 
seemed to speak with ever more relevance and urgency to a generation reeling from the 
collective trauma of World War I, while contemporary thinkers like Heidegger, Max Scheler, 
Ortega y Gasset, Andre Gide, and Gabriel Marcel attracted readers from across the continent and 
beyond.10 But the concerns of existentialism seemed tangential, if not entirely irrelevant, to the 
everyday practice of medicine. This disciplinary divide held true even in the branches of 
medicine dedicated to treating affective or subjective states, where one might reasonably expect 
existential themes to speak to the experience of patients. For various reasons, predominantly 
related to the relative professional standing of the disciplines in fin-de-siècle Europe, academic 
psychology and psychiatry were generally hostile to philosophy; as we saw in the discussion of 
Freud in the previous chapter, the same was true of psychoanalysis.11 
Binswanger was a rare exception to this disciplinary stand-off. A psychiatrist by training, 
he was unusually open to the ideas of philosophy, literature, and theology. Drawing on his 
various fields of study, Binswanger attempted to create a new understanding of the lived 
experience of human being by combining psychiatry with the prevailing intellectual trends of his 
                                                
10 There is no comprehensive single account of the history, reception, and development of existentialism in Europe. 
Kierkegaard’s reception has been discussed in more depth in the previous chapter, but for the most thorough single 
treatment, see Habib C. Malik, Receiving Søren Kierkegaard: The Early Impact and Transmission of His Thought 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1997), especially chs. 7 and 8. On Nietzsche’s 
reception in Germany, see Steven E. Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany, 1890-1990 (Berkeley, CA.: 
University of California Press, 1994), especially chs. 3-5; for Nietzsche’s reception in France, see Douglas Smith, 
Transvaluations: Nietzsche in France: 1872-1972 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); and Christopher E. 
Forth, Zarathustra in Paris: The Nietzsche Vogue in France, 1891-1918 (Dekalb, IL.: Northern Illinois University 
Press). See also Ethan Kleinberg, Generation Existential: Heidegger’s Philosophy in France, 1927-1961 (Ithaca, 
NY.: Cornell University Press, 2005). 
11 The conflict between fin-de-siècle psychology and philosophy was largely institutional. Psychology was generally 
considered to be the handmaiden of philosophy: the few psychologists that could be found in European universities 
in the early twentieth century worked within philosophy departments and their main task was to furnish philosophers 
with empirical data to support the latter’s theories. As psychology became increasingly respected, psychologists 
went out of their way to distance themselves from philosophy. For more, see Eric J. Engstrom, Clinical Studies in 
Imperial Germany: A History of Psychiatric Practice (Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University Press, 2004). 
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era: existentialism, psychoanalysis, and phenomenology. Ironically, it was Freud, so resistant to 
philosophy in his own work, who drew attention to Binswanger’s disciplinary synthesis. In a 
September 1911 letter to Binswanger, Freud noted that, “Your past, your family’s associations 
and your inclinations all point towards such a mediator’s role. Very few of those with a 
traditional training have had your opportunities for judging and comparing.”12 Though tinged 
with more than a touch of ambivalence, Freud’s characterization of Binswanger’s position in 
early twentieth-century psychiatry, and especially his role as a repository for the seemingly 
contradictory intellectual trends of the era, is more or less accurate. Taking its cue from Freud’s 
observations, this chapter will demonstrate how Binswanger’s family background and wide-
ranging intellectual concerns shaped existential analysis. For the purposes of the present work, 
Binswanger’s most significant contribution was to introduce a medical conception of anxiety 
based upon predominantly existential rather than psychoanalytic principles. 
My position entails (at least) three separate claims that stand in need of substantiation and 
explication: first, and most basically, that existential analysis was indeed a broadly medical 
endeavor; second, that it was deeply engaged with anxiety; and third, that the conception of 
anxiety with which it was concerned was specifically informed by existentialism rather than 
psychoanalysis. In what follows, we will see how Binswanger was led to adopt the methodology 
and thematic content of early twentieth-century philosophy as a corrective to what he perceived 
to be the limitations of contemporary psychiatry and Freudian psychoanalysis. Following this, 
we will look at how the twin poles of anxiety and love function in Binswanger’s wider theory. 
                                                
12 Sigmund Freud, Letter to Ludwig Binswanger, September 10, 1911, in The Sigmund Freud-Ludwig Binswanger 
Correspondence, 1908-1938, ed. Gerhard Fichtner, trans. Arnold J. Pomerans and Thomas Roberts (New York: 
Other Press, 2003), p. 73. 
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It should immediately be admitted that anxiety is not the primary focus of Binswanger’s 
system. That position is held by love, which Binswanger defined existentially as “loving 
communion in the ‘home’ or the ‘eternal’.”13 Binswanger regards love to be the ultimate source 
of human authenticity; a loving existence is one characterized by what Binswanger terms a 
healthy “world-design” [Weltentwurf] by which he means a life that can inhabit multiple levels 
of meaning simultaneously.14 Anxiety, by contrast, represents the absolute negation of love and 
results in an impoverished world-design. Like psychoanalysis, existential analysis was conceived 
as having more or less universal application: Binswanger believed that his theory spoke to the 
lived experience and existential structures of pathological and healthy individuals alike. The 
general relevance of existential analysis stemmed from the ubiquity of its source material: like 
his philosophical predecessors, Binswanger held that existential maladies like anxiety are 
universal human experiences. The question of whether a given individual is able to cope with the 
anxiety they face or, like Lola and Ellen, succumb to it instead hinges upon the entire structure of 
meaning and significance operative within the individual. Healthy world-designs can absorb the 
shocks of daily existence, whereas a brittle world-design leaves an individual vulnerable to 
psychological collapse. 
                                                
13 Ludwig Binswanger, “On the Relationship Between Husserl’s Phenomenology and Psychological Insight,” 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 2, No. 2 (Dec., 1941), p. 199. Binswanger was not the only 
thinker to approach love from a broadly existential perspective. As we will see later, love was one of the most 
important themes of Martin Buber’s philosophical anthropology, and the subject was also treated at length by both 
Erich Fromm and Gabriel Marcel. Love was, moreover, a central preoccupation of Kierkegaard’s work, although it 
was rarely explicitly considered alongside anxiety, as in Binswanger’s work. See Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. 
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970); Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving (New York: Harper 
& Brothers, 1956); Gabriel Marcel, Being and Having, trans. Katherine Farrar (London: Dacre Press, 1949); Gabriel 
Marcel, Man Against Mass Society, trans. G.S. Fraser (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1962); and Søren 
Kierkegaard, Works of Love, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 
1995). 
14 Like Kurt Goldstein’s understanding of an organism’s “milieu,” Binswanger’s conception of world-design is 
greatly indebted to the environmental phenomenology of the Estonian-German zoologist Jakob von Uexküll, who is 
discussed in greater depth in the following chapter. 
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As the preceding pages have perhaps suggested, Binswanger was greatly influenced by 
both Kierkegaard and Heidegger. Indeed, reflecting the explicitly Heideggerian presuppositions 
of his methodology, Binswanger termed his approach to the diagnosis and treatment of mental 
illness Daseinsanalyse, or existential analysis. He also drew frequently on Kierkegaard’s 
writings, including Christoph Schrempf’s 1912 German-language translation of The Concept of 
Anxiety. Over time, however, Binswanger’s enthusiasm for Kierkegaard and Heidegger began to 
wane. While continuing to affirm Daseinsanalyse’s debt to both Heidegger’s phenomenological 
approach to ontology, as well as the central themes of existential philosophy, Binswanger 
distanced himself from what he took to be the excessive individualism of both philosophers. 
Despite Heidegger’s insistence that “the world of Dasein is a with-world [Mitwelt]” in which 
“being-in is being-with Others,” Binswanger saw the traditional monad of existential philosophy 
as fundamentally isolated and closed-off to others.15 By contrast, Binswanger’s analytic of love 
emphasized that psychological (as well as physical) well-being was dependent upon forging 
meaningful relations with others, in what he termed the “we-together” [Wir-beide] of human 
existence.16 As a result of the perceived incompatibility between his project and that of 
Heidegger et al, Binswanger began to look elsewhere for intellectual resources, most notably the 




                                                
15 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (London: Blackwell Publishing, 
1962), p. 155/118-19. I once again follow the standard practice of the secondary literature in first citing the page 
reference of the English translation of Being and Time, followed by that of the original German edition. 




A Family Affair: The Binswangers at Bellevue 
 
Ludwig Binswanger was born on April 13, 1881 into a prominent family of physicians and 
psychiatrists. As well as informing the development of key aspects of existential analysis, the 
lives and experiences of Binswanger’s family provide rich insight into the scientific, cultural, 
social, and religious landscape of nineteenth and early twentieth century Mitteleuropa. 
Binswanger’s grandfather, also named Ludwig, was born the fifth of nine children to Jewish 
parents in Osterberg, Bavaria.17 After studying philosophy and medicine in Munich and 
Heidelberg, he began working at the insane asylum in nearby Augsburg. Despite completing his 
dissertation in 1846, Ludwig was denied entry to the Bavarian civil service on religious grounds. 
Unlike many of his German co-religionists, however, Ludwig eschewed conversion to 
Christianity. Instead, he relocated to the neighboring state of Württemberg to take up a position 
at a clinic in the university town of Tübingen. Despite his obvious affiliation to Judaism – in 
March 1848, for example, he participated in a rally for Jewish emancipation in Munich – Ludwig 
and his wife Jeanette Landauer had their children baptized into the Evangelical Reformed 
Church.18 
In 1850 Ludwig moved his young family across the Swiss border to Münsterlingen, 
where he was appointed the head of a psychiatric hospital. In 1857, having failed in his attempts 
to open a private clinic in Zurich, Ludwig acquired a large plot of land in Kreuzlingen (then 
                                                
17 Much of the biographical information supplied here comes from the personal diaries and correspondence of 
Binswanger’s father, housed at the Universitätsarchiv Eberhard-Karls-Universität Tübingen (henceforth UAT). My 
thanks to the generosity of Dr. Michael Wischnath and his staff for making their collection available to me in the 
Fall of 2009. 
18 The religious self-perception of Ludwig’s children and grandchildren would come to play an increasingly 
important and complex role in both their private and professional lives, including Binswanger, who watched the rise 




Egelshofen) and established Bellevue, the sanitarium that was to be the Binswanger family’s 
base for the next century and a quarter. Over the next following decades, Ludwig and his son 
Robert repeatedly expanded the capacity of Bellevue through the acquisition of new land and 
buildings such that by 1900, Bellevue was able to accommodate around 75 patients, compared to 
15 in 1857.19 Bellevue was founded for the treatment of nervous and psychological disorders, but 
its approach to patient care differed considerably from that of traditional nineteenth century 
asylums. Immortalized in Joseph Roth’s Radetzky March as that “institution on Lake Constance 
where pampered lunatics from wealthy homes are gently and expensively treated and the staff 
are tender as midwives,”20 Bellevue became a center of the “non-restraint” approach to 
psychiatric treatment, which rejected the use of mechanical instruments of restraint such as the 
straitjacket. 
Following the translation of English psychiatrist John Conolly’s The Treatment of the 
Insane without Mechanical Restraints (1856) into German in 1860, the non-restraint cause was 
taken up by the controversial reformist psychiatrist Wilhelm Griesinger.21 A biologist by training, 
Griesinger insisted that neuroses were somatic in origin, or, as he put it, “mind illness is brain 
                                                
19 Guido Looser, “Zur Geschichte einer Heilanstalt,” UAT 443/41. For a thorough account of the development of 
Bellevue and its approach to treatment under Ludwig the Elder, see Annett Moses and Albrecht Hirschmüller, 
Binswangers psychiatrische Klinik Bellevue in Kreuzlingen: Das “Asyl” unter Ludwig Binswanger sen., 1857-1880 
(Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2004). 
20 Joseph Roth, The Radetzky March, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (London: Penguin Books, 1995), p. 186. As a 
daily schedule used to treat the German art historian Aby Warburg during his stay at Bellevue in 1923-4 makes 
clear, life for patients at Bellevue was simultaneously highly regimented and open, with ample time devoted to 
leisure activities, as well as prescribed slots for using the bathroom and hand washing. One schedule from January 
1924 notes, “Now the hands are washed and brushed in the back sink, then washed again. Then the teeth are 
brushed, and the hands washed again.” Ludwig Binswanger – Aby Warburg, Die undendliche Heilung: Aby 
Warburgs Krankengeschichte (Zurich: Diaphenes, 2007), pp. 36-8. 
21 Much of the following is indebted to the discussion of non-restraint in Engstrom’s Clinical Psychiatry in Imperial 
Germany, especially pp. 51-65. 
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illness.”22 In much the same way that Binswanger would attempt to redefine the anthropology of 
the patient in the 1920s and ‘30s, the “debate on non-restraint,” at least in the minds of its 
advocates, largely centered on the conception and categorization of the patient qua patient.23 This 
was underlined by Griesinger’s broadening of the concept of non-restraint under the rubric of 
“free treatment,” with its implicit invocation of patients’ autonomy and agency. The extent to 
which Ludwig’s approach to treatment was explicitly modeled after that of Griesinger remains a 
topic for further research, but Griesinger’s personal influence on the Binswanger family is in 
little doubt: as well as recommending Ludwig for the position in Münsterlingen, his ideas played 
a decisive role in shaping the direction of Otto’s career.24 Although it was decades before many 
of the reforms suggested by Griesinger and his followers were implemented in public asylums, 
they were swiftly introduced into Ludwig’s private clinic; as an anonymous reviewer of 
Binswanger’s On the Flight of Ideas noted in 1934, “The Binswanger name has stood for 
progressive psychiatry now for several decades.”25 
Bellevue was conceived as a kind of open-house in which patients and their families were 
encouraged to live on-site in private apartments and treatment was always available. The burden 
                                                
22 Wilhelm Griesinger, quoted in Gerald N. Izenberg, The Existentialist Critique of Freud: The Crisis of Autonomy 
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 25. See Wilhelm Griesinger, Pathologie und Therapie der 
Psychiatrischen Krankheiten, 2nd Ed. (Stuttgart: Braunschweig, 1861). There is surprisingly little literature dedicated 
to Griesinger, but for an introduction to his core doctrines, see Katherine Arens, “Wilhelm Griesinger: Psychiatry 
Between Philosophy and Praxis,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology, Vol. 3, No. 3 (September, 1996), pp. 
147-63. See also Paul Weindling, Health, Race and German Politics Between Unification and Nazism, 1870-1945 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 83-4. 
23 Engstrom, Clinical Psychiatry, p. 61. 
24 Sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and Madness (Ithaca, NY.: Cornell 
University Press, 1985), p. 63. Binswanger described Griesinger’s Pathologie und Therapie as the “establishment of 
clinical psychiatry, its actual Magna Charta [sic] [Verfassung] upon which its basic conceptual categories and its 
character as medical science rest[s].” Ludwig Binswanger, “Freud and the Magna Charta of Clinical Psychiatry,” 
trans. Jacob Needleman, in Ludwig Binswanger, Being-in-the-World: Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger (New 
York: Basic Books, 1963) p. 186. Originally published as Ludwig Binswanger, “Freud und die Verfassung der 
klinischen Psychiatrie,” Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie, Vol. 37 (1936), pp. 177-99. 
25 Review, “Über Ideenflucht,” Journal of Nervous and Mental Disorders, Vol. 79, No. 3 (March, 1934) p. 346. 
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for this demanding duty of care extended to Ludwig’s entire family; as Robert recalled of his 
father, “His whole life was in the service of his patients and he devoted himself to them, a 
sacrifice he made with the greatest willingness, but he demanded the same in full measure as top 
priority from his family […] to contribute to the treatment and care of his patients.”26 The aim, as 
Binswanger himself later noted, was for the doctor’s entire family to be “placed at the disposal of 
the sick, so that we have a combination of (open) clinical handling with family care in the 
strictest meaning of that word.”27 The involvement of physicians’ families in the treatment of 
patients was confirmed in an 1877 brochure for Bellevue, which promised that “the aspiration of 
both doctors and their families is for the patient to achieve a cure or improvement [in their 
condition] within the freest family relationship.”28 While Binswanger himself did not make the 
link, it is plausible to suggest that his insistence that loving relationships were a means to combat 
psychopathology can be traced back to the familial approach to patient care inaugurated by his 
grandfather. Ludwig’s ultimate goal was not merely to involve the families of both physicians 
and patients, but to turn Bellevue as a whole into a family community. 
Born just two years apart, in 1850 and 1852, respectively, Ludwig’s sons Robert and Otto 
followed in their father’s footsteps, gaining considerable renown within contemporary 
psychiatric circles, although today Otto is by far the better known of the brothers.29 A student of 
                                                
26 Robert Binswanger, cited in Gerhard Fichtner, “Introduction,” in The Sigmund Freud-Ludwig Binswanger 
Correspondence, 1908-1938, ed. Gerhard Fichtner, trans. Arnold J. Pomerans and Thomas Roberts (New York: 
Other Press, 2003), p. xii. 
27 Ludwig Binswanger, “Zur Geschichte der Heilanstalt Bellevue, Kreuzlingen 1857-1957,” Zentralblatt für 
Nervenheilkunde und Psychiatrie (1958), p. 16. 
28 “Asyl Villa Bellevue bei Constanz Kreuzlingen,” UAT 443a/113. 
29 Otto is perhaps best known for his 1899 textbook on epilepsy, Die Epilepsie, which is still in print today, as well 
as the condition that became known as “Binswanger disease,” a form of dementia characterized by memory loss. He 
also wrote significant works on neurasthenia in 1894 and hysteria in 1904. 
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both Theodor Meynert and Griesinger’s successor in Berlin, Carl Westphal (whose daughter he 
married), Otto credited Griesinger with overhauling the entire foundation of the urban asylum.30 
As a professor of psychiatry at the University of Jena and the director of its mental asylum from 
1882 and 1919, he was instrumental in introducing – with varying degrees of success – many of 
Griesinger’s reforms, including non-restraint, into both the public asylum and the classroom. 
Between 1889-90, Otto and his assistant, Theodor Ziehen, treated Friedrich Nietzsche during the 
latter’s incarceration in the asylum at Jena. Under Robert’s leadership, meanwhile, Bellevue 
gained a reputation for excellence of treatment and care throughout Mitteleuropa and beyond. In 
1881, for example, Josef Breuer sent Bertha Pappenheim – the ‘Anna O.’ of Breuer and Freud’s 
landmark Studies in Hysteria (1895) – for treatment at Bellevue, and in the coming years both 
Freud and Breuer referred other patients to Robert for treatment.31 It was into this environment – 
literally, for like his father and uncle, Binswanger grew up in and among Bellevue and its 







                                                
30 See Engstrom, Clinical Psychiatry, pp. 108, 155-8. 
31 Albrecht Hirschmüller, The Life and Works of Josef Breuer: Physiology and Psychoanalysis, trans. C. Lill (New 
York: New York University Press, 1989), pp. 112-14, 145-6. 
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“Going Beyond Freud”: Binswanger’s Overcoming of Psychoanalysis32 
 
After studying medicine in Lausanne, Heidelberg, and Zurich, Binswanger began his career in 
1906 at the famed Burghölzli Clinic in Zurich, which had been founded by Griesinger in 1870.33 
Binswanger first worked under the supervision of the director of the Burghölzli, Eugen Bleuler, 
who had recently come to prominence after coining the term schizophrenia as a replacement for 
the term dementia praecox.34 Soon after, he began working with Bleuler’s assistant, Carl Gustav 
Jung, under whose supervision he completed his medical dissertation, entitled “On the 
Psychogalvanic Phenomenon in Association Experiments.”35 Earlier that year, in February 1907, 
Binswanger accompanied Jung on a visit to Vienna, meeting Freud for the first time. The two 
established a relationship that would last until Freud’s death in 1939. Unlike Breuer, Wilhelm 
Fliess, Jung, Otto Rank, Alfred Adler, Sandor Ferenczi, and many others, Binswanger is notable 
as the only one of Freud’s colleagues whose friendship survived professional disagreement; 
indeed, the warmth of the Binswanger-Freud relationship is attested to by Binswanger’s 
laudatory memoir, Sigmund Freud: Reminiscences of a Friendship, as well as their published 
  
                                                
32 This quotation is taken from Binswanger’s query that, “if, for us, ‘understanding Freud’ means ‘going beyond 
Freud’, how far does Freud go with us and how far must we be prepared to go without him?” Binswanger, “Freud 
and the Magna Charta,” p. 184. 
33 Griesinger died in 1868, two years before the Burghölzli opened, but as the architect behind the hospital’s 
approach to care, is generally considered to be its founder. For more on the founding of the Burghölzli, see G. 
Palmai and B. Blackwell, “The Burghölzli Centenary,” Medical History, Vol. 10, No. 3 (July, 1966), pp. 257-65. 
34 See Eugen Bleuler, Dementia Praecox, oder Gruppe der Schizophrenien, Handbuch der Psychiatrie, 
herausgegeben von Prof. Dr. G. Aschaffenburg, Spez. Teil IV: 1 (Leipzig und Wien: Deuticke, 1911). 
35 Published as Ludwig Binswanger, “On the Psychogalvanic Phenomenon in Association Experiments,” in C.G. 
Jung, ed., Studies in Word Association (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1918), pp. 457- 554. For commentary on 
Binswanger’s dissertation, see William McGuire, “Jung’s Complex Reactions (1907): Word Association 
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Although trained as a psychiatrist, Binswanger was, initially at least, profoundly 
impressed by Freud, and by the early 1910s he had succeeded in turning Bellevue into one of the 
most psychoanalytically oriented psychiatric clinics in Europe.37 His approach yielded success 
and Binswanger began to attract an illustrious list of clients. Over the years, figures including the 
art historian and bibliophile Aby Warburg; novelists René Schickele and Leonhard Frank; ballet 
dancer Vaslav Nijinski; actors Gustaf Gründgens and Elisabeth Bergner; Princess Alice of 
Battenberg (mother-in-law of Queen Elizabeth II); Flemish architect Henry van de Velde; and 
the expressionist artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner would be treated at Bellevue.38 Binswanger 
                                                
36 See Ludwig Binswanger, Sigmund Freud: Reminiscences of a Friendship, trans. Nobert Guterman (New York: 
Grune & Stratton, 1957); and Fichtner, ed. The Freud-Binswanger Correspondence. It has been suggested that, 
following the souring of his relationship with Jung, Freud hoped that Binswanger would become his emissary for the 
psychoanalysis in Zürich, which by the 1910s was beginning to rival Vienna as the center of the international 
psychoanalytic movement. For more on the relationship between the Vienna and Zurich groups, and Binswanger’s 
role in their dispute, see George Makari, Revolution in Mind: The Creation of Psychoanalysis (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2008), pp. 239-95. For a sustained analysis of the relationship between Binswanger and Freud, albeit 
one that downplays some of the more fundamental differences between the two, see Part I of Caroline Gros, Ludwig 
Binswanger: Entre phénoménologie et expérience psychiatrique (Paris: Editions de la Transparence, 2009). 
37 Although the historic differences between psychiatry and psychoanalysis are complex, for our purposes it will 
suffice to say that psychoanalysis was, at the beginning of the twentieth century, merely one – if by far the most 
controversial – of a number of potential treatments in the psychiatrists’ toolkit, to be either deployed or ignored 
according to both the situation and the psychiatrist. 
38 Information on these patients can be found in Annett Moses and Albrecht Hirschmüller, ed., Psychiatrie in 
Binswangers Klinik “Bellevue”: Diagnostik – Therapie – Arzt-Patient-Beziehung: Vorträge einer Internationalen 
Tagung, Tübingen,  4-5 Okt. 2002 (Tübingen: Universitätsbibliothek Tübingen, 2002). See also Manfred Bosch, 
Bohème am Bodensee: Literarisches Leben am See von 1900 bis 1950 (Konstanz: Libelle Verlag, 1997). For more 
on Warburg, see Emily J. Levine, Dreamland of Humanists: Warburg, Cassirer, Panofsky, and the Hamburg School 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), especially chapter 4; on Nijinsky, who would spend much of the 
1930s at Bellevue, see Peter Oswald, Vaslav Nijinski: A Leap Into Madness (London: Lyle Stuart, 2000); on 
Schickele, Albert M. Debrunner, Freunde es war eine elende Zeit! René Schickele in der Schweiz, 1915-1919 
(Frauenfeld: Huber, 2004) – Schickele wrote about his experiences with Binswanger in his 1925 novel Sympathy for 
Jazz. Van de Velde recommended Bellevue to Kirchner; in 1918, the latter wrote to the former that Binswanger 
“understands the artist’s life through and through, and what a good man he is. I’d like to spend my whole time here 
grasping all the lovely things.” Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Letter to Henry van de Velde, cited in catalog for the 
Kirchner Museum Davos, accessed online at http://www.kirchnermuseum.ch/data/media/downloads/Biography.pdf, 
p. 6. Binswanger also sheltered the Jewish novelist Alfred Döblin at Bellevue after the latter fled from Berlin in 
1933; the story is recounted in Alfred Döblin, Destiny’s Journey: Flight from the Nazis (New York: Paragon House, 
1992), pp. 330-335. 
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credited Freud with “transform[ing] our knowledge of human nature and our idea of the 
scientific.” With the discovery of the unconscious, Binswanger noted, “Freud brought the human 
being closer to the world and the world closer to the human being.”39 But despite his evident 
admiration for Freud’s contribution to the understanding of human nature, as well as their close 
personal bond, by the end of the 1910s, Binswanger began to have serious reservations regarding 
the practical efficacy of psychoanalysis. As he noted in his diary, “Went to Berlin for the 7th 
International Psychoanalytic Congress. 24-28 September [1922] Berlin. Congress not on the 
same level as the last one in The Hague. Since then even greater material and personal distance 
from psychoanalysis. But respect for Freud remains the same.”40 
The substance of Binswanger’s critique centered on the mechanistic underpinnings of 
psychoanalysis: “The reductive dialectic used by Freud to construct his theory of man is, to the 
last detail, that of natural science,” he noted in 1936.41 Psychoanalysis had emerged from within 
a nineteenth-century scientific paradigm that prioritized physiology over psychology – the 
“brain-mind” distinction – in accounting for mental disturbances. Originally trained as a 
neurologist, Freud was himself deeply indebted to this physiological tradition and had studied 
under Ernst Wilhelm von Brücke, one of the co-founders, alongside Hermann von Helmholtz 
and Emil du Bois-Reymond, of the so-called Berlin School of medicine. Also occasionally 
                                                
39 Ludwig Binswanger, “Mein Weg zu Freud,” in Ludwig Binswanger, Ausgewählte Werke in vier Bänden, Band 3: 
Vorträge und Aufsätze, ed. Max Herzog (Heidelberg: Asanger, 1994), p. 33. Originally published as Ludwig 
Binswanger, Mein Weg zu Freud (Frankfurt am Main: Europäische Verlaganstalt, 1957). 
40 Ludwig Binswanger, Diary Entry, quoted in The Sigmund Freud-Ludwig Binswanger Correspondence, p. 159. 
The definitive account of Binswanger’s reservations regarding orthodox psychoanalysis remains Izenberg, The 
Existentialist Critique of Freud. 
41 Ludwig Binswanger, “Freud’s Conception of Man in the Light of Anthropology,” trans. Jacob Needleman, in 
Ludwig Binswanger, Being-in-the-World: Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger (New York: Basic Books, 1963) 
p. 155. Originally delivered as a lecture in Vienna on May 7, 1936 for Freud’s 80th birthday and published as 
Ludwig Binswanger, “Freuds Auffasung des Menschen im Lichte der Anthropologie,” Nederlandsch Tijdschrift 
voor Psychologie, Vol. 4, Nos. 5/6, pp. 266-301. 
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known as the Helmholtz School, the Berlin physicians were united in their opposition to the 
vitalistic approach of their former teacher Jonannes Müller. After being joined by the 
physiologist Carl Ludwig in 1847, the four founded the Berlin Physicalist Society, whose 
guiding principle was expressed by du Bois-Reymond: “No other forces than the common 
physical-chemical ones are active within the organism.”42 In other words, the Berlin School, and 
in particular Helmholtz’s “biophysics” movement, expounded a positivistic understanding of the 
human being as a reflex-driven site of chemical-physical processes. The Berlin School’s 
approach, which dominated European science in the second half of the nineteenth century, was 
also deeply hostile to philosophy, at least as traditionally understood.43 
In order to understand their position, it is necessary to appreciate the monumental impact 
of Kant’s critical project on all aspects of nineteenth-century German thought. Indeed, the 
decades following Kant’s death in 1804 can perhaps best be characterized as a working out of the 
implications of his philosophy, culminating in the famous “encounter” between the neo-Kantian 
Ernst Cassirer and Martin Heidegger in the Swiss resort town of Davos in 1929.44 But Kant’s 
influence extended far beyond the traditional boundaries of philosophy. Successive generations 
of chemists, physicists, physicians, and engineers tried to reconcile their endeavors with what 
                                                
42 Emil du Bois-Reymond, quoted in Frank J. Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind: Beyond the Psychoanalytic 
Legend (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 14. 
43 At the risk of oversimplification, I will henceforth refer to the great variety of physiological mechanists, 
reductionists, biophysicists, etc. by the shorthand “positivists.” Positivism is here understood as a philosophy of 
science – a procedural methodology – rather than a substantive doctrine. For the classic study of fin-de-siècle 
positivism, see H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social Thought 
(Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1958). For more on Helmholtz, see David Cahan, ed., Hermann von 
Helmholtz and the Foundations of Nineteenth-Century Science (Berkeley, CA.: University of California Press, 
1993), especially Michael Heidelberger, “Force, Law, and Experiment: The Evolution of Helmholtz’s Philosophy of 
Science,” pp. 461-98. 
44 Given Helmholtz’s significant influence – both positive and negative – on the development of neo-Kantianism, 
one can almost read Davos as a debate between Heidegger and the legacy of Helmholtz. See Cassirer’s comments on 
Helmholtz in “Hermann Cohen und die Erneuerung der Kantischen Philosophie,” Kant-studien, Vol. 17 (Jan. 1912), 
pp. 252-73, esp. p. 254. 
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they took to be Kant’s demand for empirically verifiable and experimental – that is, “scientific” – 
knowledge. This interpretation entailed reading Kant as a strict empiricist, deploying him against 
what the positivists understand as the speculative claims of philosophy, above all Hegelian 
idealism. In Kantian terms, they aimed at knowledge rather than (metaphysical) ideas. “And so it 
came about,” wrote Helmholtz in 1862, “that men of science began to lay some stress on the 
banishment of all philosophical influences from their work.”45 The positivists embraced Kant not 
in the name of philosophy, which was deemed antithetical to true knowledge, but under the 
banner of science; their project was a rescue mission aimed at liberating Kant from the muddled 
thinking of philosophers.46 
The positivist position had profound and lasting effects for the development of 
psychology and psychoanalysis. For one thing, their demand for empirical verification granted 
legitimacy to Freud’s notorious aversion to philosophy.47 In its early years, psychoanalysis was 
deemed controversial, even scandalizing, by the European medical establishment and bourgeois 
society more generally. In order to establish psychoanalysis as respectable medicine, Freud 
desperately sought the legitimation of the natural sciences. In keeping with the Berlin School’s 
absolute prioritization of a somatic conception of mental functioning, this necessitated a fierce 
                                                
45 Hermann von Helmholtz, “On the Relation of Natural Science to Science in General,” in Science and Culture: 
Popular and Philosophical Essays, ed. David Cahan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995) p. 79. 
46 The positivist position outlined above bear more than a passing resemblance that of the twentieth-century Kant 
scholar P. F. Strawson. According to Strawson, Kant held that “there can be no legitimate, or even meaningful, 
employment of ideas or concepts which does not relate them to empirical or experiential conditions of their 
application.” This “principle of significance,” as Strawson terms it, bears a striking resemblance to the positivists’ 
own reading of Kant’s epistemology. P. F. Strawson, The Bounds of Sense: An Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason (London: Routledge, 1966) p. 16. 
47 There is a considerable body of literature on Freud’s and philosophy, the most recent being Alfred I. Tauber’s 
Freud, the Reluctant Philosopher (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2010). 
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disavowal of philosophy, which, for Freud, was characterized by speculative metaphysics.48 In 
Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926), Freud expressed his hostility to such philosophizing 
in strident terms: 
I must confess that I am not at all partial to the fabrication of Weltanschauungen. Such activities 
may be left to philosophers, who avowedly find it impossible to make their journey through life 
without a Baedeker of that kind to give them information on every subject. Let us humbly accept 
the contempt with which they look down on us from the vantage-ground of their superior needs. 
But since we cannot forgo our narcissistic pride either, we will draw comfort from the reflection 
that such ‘Handbooks to Life’ soon grow out of date and that it is precisely our short-sighted, 
narrow and finicky work which obliges them to appear in new editions, and that even the most 
up-to-date of them are nothing but attempts to find a substitute for the ancient, useful and all-
sufficient Church Catechism.49 
 
Moreover, while Freud was far from a crude positivist, he did genuinely believe that a biological 
approach to the mind would yield the most accurate picture of the functioning of mental 
processes. Beginning with 1895’s Project for a Scientific Psychology and continuing a quarter of 
a century later with Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud’s biologism underpinned both 
his topographical and structural models of the mind.50 As he noted in the former work, “The 
                                                
48 Tauber turns this accusation on its head, persuasively arguing that Freud’s theories are themselves founded on 
speculative metaphysics. See ibid., ch. 2. 
49 Sigmund Freud, “Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety,” trans. Alix Strachey and James Strachey, in The Standard 
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XX (1925-1926): An Autobiographical 
Study, Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, The Question of Lay Analysis and Other Works (London: The Hogarth 
Press and the Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1959), p. 96. [Verlag Karl] Baedecker was a German publisher of 
popular travel guides. 
50 For more on Freud’s relationship to biology, see F. Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind: Beyond the 
Psychoanalytic Legend (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1992). Sulloway’s central claim, relevant to 
the point being made here, is that Freud remained indebted to biology throughout the duration of his career. 
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intention is to furnish a psychology that shall be a natural science: that is, to represent psychical 
processes as quantitatively determinate states of specifiable material particles.”51 
For Binswanger, Freud’s aversion to philosophy and adherence to a positivistic 
methodology were concomitant errors. As early as 1910, Binswanger commented upon Freud’s 
disinterest in philosophy, noting that “He is and remains the conscientious natural scientist who 
does not go beyond what experience gives him.” Over time, Binswanger became increasingly 
troubled by Freud’s disavowal of the non- (or, perhaps more accurately, extra-) empirical aspects 
of human existence. In 1936, for example, he commented that, “I have not found one place in all 
of Freud’s monumental writings where he places ‘the mind’ or ‘spirit’ side by side with the 
instincts, not one place where he recognizes it as basic and contents himself with speaking ‘also’ 
of the instincts. Everywhere in his writings human spirituality ‘arises out of’ instinctuality.”52 
One of the central claims of this work is that there is a theological current, more or less overt 
depending on the time and place, running through the modern discourse on anxiety. Although 
there is little evidence to suggest that Binswanger conceived of anxiety in explicitly theological 
terms, there is (at the very least) an unquestionably theistic core to Daseinsanalyse, a fact that 
has garnered little attention in the considerable literature on the subject. In 1928, for example, 
Binswanger published a short book on dreams. Although much of it accords with Freud’s classic 
presentation of the subject in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), Binswanger concluded his 
work by noting that the formulation of a “metaphysics of the dream” – an undertaking that would 
                                                
51 Sigmund Freud, “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume I (1886-1899): Pre-Psycho-Analytic Publications and 
Unpublished Drafts (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p. 295. See the discussion of the “Project” in the previous 
chapter for a justification of the validity of deriving substantive conclusions about Freud’s career from a work he 
purportedly rejected. 
52 Binswanger, “Freud and the Magna Charta,” p. 184. 
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have been anathema to Freud, who associated metaphysics with empty speculation – would in 
turn necessitate a “metaphysics of the spirit, and where can that lead us but to the idea of God?”53 
Freud’s response was terse: “Your concluding words amused rather than annoyed me. So you, 
too, have a God. No doubt one who has been philosophically distilled.”54 
Freud should not have been surprised by Binswanger’s revelation. Just a few months 
before, the two had met in the Alpine village of Semmering. Anticipating the doctrine of love he 
was to fully outline in 1942’s Basic Forms and Knowledge of Human Being, Binswanger 
suggested that the tendency of certain patients to “persist in their misery in defiance of all efforts 
and technical progress” made by psychoanalysis “might be understood as the result of […] a 
‘deficiency of spirit’, that is, an inability on the part of the patient to raise himself to the level of 
‘spiritual communication’ with the physician.” Encouraged by Freud’s accommodating response, 
Binswanger ventured that he had been “forced to recognize in man something like a basic 
religious category,” as a result of which he could no longer conceive of “the religious” as 
parasitic upon the instincts.55 Freud’s response was to hand Binswanger a manuscript copy of 
The Future of an Illusion, the text in which the former most fully advanced his argument that 
religion, and more specifically the idea of God, is little more than an Oedipal substitution for the 
helplessness of infancy.56 “It was time for me to go,” reported Binswanger. “Freud walked with 
                                                
53 Ludwig Binswanger, Wandlungen in der Auffassung und Deutung des Traums von den Greichen bis zur 
Gegenwart (Berlin: Springer, 1928), p. 110. 
54 Sigmund Freud, Letter to Ludwig Binswanger, April 2, 1928, in The Sigmund Freud-Ludwig Binswanger 
Correspondence, p. 192. 
55 Binswanger, “Freud and the Magna Charta,” pp. 182-3. 
56 As Freud succinctly put it in the earlier Totem and Taboo, “God is nothing other than an exalted father.” Sigmund 
Freud, “Totem and Taboo,” in The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay (W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1995), p. 504. 
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me to the door. His last words, spoken with a shrewd, slightly ironic smile, were: ‘I am sorry I 
cannot satisfy your religious needs’.”57 
For Binswanger, Freud’s refusal to acknowledge the spiritual aspects of human existence 
was no trivial matter. The result was a discipline – psychoanalysis – that failed to engage with 
the subjective individuality of the patient on his own terms. By focusing on symptoms at the 
expense of the broad array of experiences that constitute the material of human existence, 
psychoanalysis produced an impoverished and biased account of the mental life of patients. More 
precisely, Binswanger charged that in psychoanalysis, “life-history becomes the illness history, 
verbal and other phenomena of expression become indications or symptoms of something which 
[…] hides behind them, namely, the illness, and the place of phenomenological interpretation is 
taken by the diagnosis.”58 Binswanger gave further expression to his critique in a comparison 
between the respective conceptions of anxiety offered by psychoanalysis and Daseinsanalyse: 
  
We have seen that we cannot progress far enough in our understanding of anxiety if we consider 
it only as a psychopathological symptom per se. In short, we must never separate ‘anxiety’ from 
‘world’, and we should keep in mind that always emerges when the world becomes shaky or 
threatens to vanish.59 
 
Binswanger’s comments speak not only to his differences with Freud, but his philosophy of 
healing more generally: patients should not be understood in terms of “an illness-process in the 
                                                
57 Binswanger, “Freud and the Magna Charta,” p. 183. 
58 Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” p. 330. 
59 Ludwig Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School of Thought,” trans. Ernest Angel, in Rollo May, Ernest 
Angel, and Henri Ellenberger, ed., Existence: A New Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology (New York: Basic 
Books, 1958), p. 205. Originally published as “Über die daseinsanalytische Forschungsrichtung in der Psychiatrie,” 
Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie, Vol. 57 (1946), pp. 209-25. 
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organism,” but as individuals whose illnesses are grounded in a “total existence.”60 As Erwin 
Straus, one of Binswanger’s closest friends and a leading existential analyst, succinctly put it, 
“To understand the compulsive, we must first understand his world.”61 Following the logic of 
Binswanger’s critique of Freud, this necessarily involves treating the patient himself, rather than 
an abstract set of symptoms. 
 
A Psychiatrist Among the Philosophers: The Existential Foundation of Daseinsanalyse 
 
In place of Freudian psychoanalysis, Binswanger proposed an approach to psychiatry that would 
draw upon various techniques in the natural sciences, clinical psychology, and, above all, 
philosophy. The goal of Daseinsanalyse was to create an “anthropological type of scientific 
investigation […] aimed at the essence of being human.”62 By “anthropological,” Binswanger 
did not mean the kind of social or cultural anthropology typically taught in modern universities, 
but rather a more etymologically accurate and holistic “study of man.”63 The method Binswanger 
proposed for his investigation into the “being of man as a whole” was phenomenology.64 It is 
                                                
60 Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” pp. 330, 268. 
61 Erwin Straus, cited in R. May, “The Origins and Significance of the Existential Movement in Psychology” in 
Existence: A New Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology. eds. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger 
(New York: Basic Books, 1958) p. 27. 
62 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 191. 
63 Binswanger’s understanding of anthropology was perhaps best summarized by Heidegger: “‘Anthropology’ 
denotes the science of man. It comprises all the information that can be obtained about the nature of man as a being 
composed of a body, a soul, and a mind. […] Since anthropology must consider man in his somatic, biological, and 
psychological aspects, the results of such disciplines as characterology, psychoanalysis, ethnology, pedagogic 
psychology, the morphology of culture, and the typology of Weltanschauungen must converge in it.” Martin 
Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, trans. James S. Churchill (Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University 
Press, 1962), pp. 215-6.   
64 Ludwig Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic of Existence and Its Meaning for Psychiatry,” trans. Jacob 
Needleman, in Ludwig Binswanger, Being-in-the-World: Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger (New York: Basic 
Books, 1963), p. 211. Originally published as Ludwig Binswanger, “Die Bedeutung der Daseinsanalytik Martin 
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important to understand that for all of his criticism of the positivism underlying psychoanalysis, 
Binswanger was also animated by a deep concern for empirical validation; only phenomenology, 
he argued, was capable of delivering genuinely verifiable results.65 “Existential analysis,” he 
wrote, “ is an empirical science, with its own method and particular idea of exactness, namely 
with the method and ideal of exactness of the phenomenological empirical sciences.”66 In this 
way, he noted in his 1930 essay “Dream and Existence,” existential analysis would rely upon a 
synthesis between “science and philosophy” in order to answer the question of “who ‘we human 
beings’ actually are.”67 
Binswanger’s phenomenology drew widely from both philosophy and biology, but his 
two most significant influences were Edmund Husserl and Heidegger. As he put it in a letter of 
1956 to the German-Jewish émigré analyst Karl Abenheimer, “I assume that you have already 
                                                                                                                                                       
Heideggers für das Selbstverständnis der Psychiatrie,” in Martin Heideggers Einfluß auf die Wissenschaften, ed. 
Carlos Astrada (Bern: Francke, 1949), pp. 58-72. 
65 For an interpretation of Binswanger along similar Kantian lines, see Jacob Needleman’s book-length, “A Critical 
Introduction to Ludwig Binswanger’s Existential Psychoanalysis,” in Ludwig Binswanger, Being-in-the-World: 
Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger (New York: Basic Books, 1963), especially the section entitled, “The 
Concept of the Existential A Priori,” pp. 9-32. Needleman’s characterization of Daseinsanalyse as “existential 
psychoanalysis” points to his belief that Binswanger’s theory is a complement to, rather than a corrective for, 
Freudian psychoanalysis 
66 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 192. 
67 Ludwig Binswanger, “Dream and Existence,” trans. Jacob Needleman and Keith Hoeller, Review of Existential 
Psychiatry and Phenomenology, Vol. 19, No. 1 (1984-85), p. 84. Originally published as Ludwig Binswanger, 
“Traum und Existenz,” Neue Schweizer Rundschau, Vol. 23 (1930), pp. 673-85, 766-79. It is worth noting that 
Michel Foucault’s first publication was an introduction to the French translation of “Traum und Existenz” written in 
1953. Entitled “Dream, Imagination, and Existence,” Foucault’s essay accompanied a translation by Jacqueline 
Verdeaux (it has been falsely claimed that Foucault was responsible for the translation himself). Binswanger 
referred to Foucault as “a highly talented young French philosopher” who had written a “very long introduction” 
(indeed, Foucault’s introductory essay is twice as long as “Traum und Existenz” itself) in a letter to the Italian 
psychiatrist Danilo Cargnello dated April 12, 1955, UAT 443/59. Foucault, for his part, was equally laudatory about 
Binswanger; upon the publication of his History of Madness in 1961, Foucault sent Binswanger a copy inscribed, 
“For Ludwig Binswanger, This book that owes a great deal to his thought, and which remains, unfortunately, [so] 
unworthy of him.” The inscription was taken from Binswanger’s personal library, housed within the Institut für 
Ethik und Geschichte der Medizin in Tübingen. Foucault’s essay on Binswanger was published as Michel Foucault, 
“Dream Imagination, and Existence,” trans. Forrest Williams, Review of Existential Psychiatry and Phenomenology, 
Vol. 19, No. 1 (1984-85), pp. 31-80. 
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studied Husserl and Heidegger in your Daseinsanalytic training, for without this necessary study 
my work cannot be properly understood.”68 From a certain perspective, however, it may be 
considered surprising that Binswanger turned to phenomenology in order to find a solution to the 
problem of representing the experiences of patients. Phenomenology, at least in its classical 
Husserlian guise, is perhaps best understood as the study of the essence of consciousness as 
experienced from a first-person perspective.69 In keeping with his Kantian roots, Husserl 
understood the mind as a dynamic, meaning-imbuing whole whose structure cannot profitably be 
analyzed in the abstract. Consciousness is structured by what Husserl terms intentionality: 
consciousness is always consciousness of something. Much like psychoanalysis, phenomenology 
is a largely descriptive endeavor, but it holds that the human mind can reach knowledge about a 
given object of enquiry, including the emotional states of the self, through pure cognition alone. 
By contrast, psychoanalysis – and here Binswanger was entirely in agreement with Freud – was 
predicated upon the view that knowledge of the self can never be attained through pure, 
unmediated cognition: the unconscious is the gatekeeper of repressed desires that remain opaque 
to the scrutiny of conscious reason.70 
Having said this, it is important to emphasize that psychoanalysis and phenomenology 
have much in common. Both sought to make what had previously been considered purely 
                                                
68 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Karl Abenheimer, April 16, 1956, UAT 443/61. 
69 Arguably the clearest summary of Husserlian phenomenology can be found in David Woodruff Smith, Husserl 
(London: Routledge, 2013). For a defense of Husserl’s transcendental approach to psychology, especially as it 
relates to existential analysis, see Jon L. James, Transcendental Phenomenological Psychology: Introduction to 
Husserl’s Psychology of Human Consciousness, Revised Edition (London: Trafford Publishing, 2011). 
70 This brief summary does not, of course, do justice to the great varieties of phenomenology and psychoanalysis: 
not every phenomenologist focuses on intentionality, just as not every psychoanalyst adheres to the notion of an 
unconscious – including the existential analysts. Rather, what is presented here are necessarily truncated accounts of 




subjective into a source of objective knowledge and, in so doing, both aimed at recognition as 
legitimate sciences, the equivalent of biology or physics. Freud, in particular, aimed to overcome 
critics who claimed that psychoanalysis was unquantifiable, and hence unscientific. It was in 
pursuit of this goal that he embraced the mechanistic approach of his teacher Brücke. In doing 
so, however, he opened the way for the kind of critique that Binswanger and other existential 
analysts were soon to make. Many of these criticisms had already been prefigured by Husserl, 
who argued in his 1910-11 essay “Philosophy as a Rigorous Science,” that not only can 
psychoanalysis be combined with phenomenology, it must if the former is to be regarded as a 
genuine science. Psychology, he suggested, lacks the necessary “conceptual rigor” to be taken 
seriously as an “adequate empirical science of the psychical.”71 It is only when psychology 
grounds itself in “pure phenomenology as science,” he claimed, that it can be considered a truly 
rigorous science.72 This was the challenge taken up by Binswanger in the coming years. 
Binswanger had considerable respect for Husserl and repeatedly affirmed his importance 
for the early development of existential analysis. Much like his feelings regarding Freudian 
psychoanalysis, however, Binswanger quickly came to believe that Husserl’s conception of 
phenomenology, though groundbreaking, required substantial modification if it were to meet the 
requirements of the anthropologically oriented science of psychiatry he was trying to construct. 
Classical phenomenology was premised upon a method that Husserl dubbed the epoché, or 
phenomenological reduction. As part of the reduction, concrete objects that appear to 
consciousness are “bracketed” in order to recover a transempirical intuition of the essential 
structure or shape [eidos] of that object – i.e. its source or meaning bereft of contingent or 
                                                
71 Edmund Husserl, “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” trans. Quentin Lauer, in Phenomenology and the Crisis of 
Philosophy (London: Harper & Row, 1965), p. 112. 
72 ibid. p. 118. 
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inessential features (hence “reduction”). For practical purposes, the eidetic reduction involves 
maintaining an agnostic or suspended attitude toward the concrete, everyday manifestation of 
given things. As a result, Binswanger asserted, Husserlian phenomenology left “intentional 
consciousness,” that is, consciousness of something, “suspended in the […] thin air of the 
transcendental ego.”73 Husserl’s phenomenology was grounded not in the everyday lived 
experience of human beings, but in the realm of pure consciousness – of abstract ideas unmoored 
from existence. The transcendence of Husserlian phenomenology was problematic for 
Binswanger because without a coherent framework within which to interpret phenomenological 
data, we cannot understand the meaning or significance – the “how” – of a given thing.74 
Without a sense of his patients’ concrete world-design, Binswanger was vulnerable to precisely 
the criticism he had leveled at Freud, namely, that patients are understood as mere abstractions. 
Binswanger’s efforts at constructing a viable, phenomenologically based analytic 
foundered until 1927, when Heidegger published Being and Time. Thirty years later, Binswanger 
expressed his admiration for Being and Time in a letter to Heidegger: “If one work from the first 
half of our century is aere perennius [more lasting than bronze],” he wrote, “it is Being and 
Time.”75 Heidegger’s conception of being-in-the-world, Binswanger argued, solved the problem 
of transcendent phenomenology by showing “how the intentionality of consciousness is 
grounded in the temporality of human existence.”76 Being-in-the-world pointed to the fact that 
human beings do not exist as abstract, ahistorical entities, but rather as beings inhabiting a 
                                                
73 Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic,” p. 207. 
74 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 193. 
75 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Heidegger, May 2, 1957, UAT 443/13. The Latin phrase is from Book III of 
Horace’s Odes. 
76 Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic,” p. 207. 
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concrete historical situation, a time and place into which we are “thrown” [Geworfen]. The 
implication for psychoanalysis was clear: we cannot hope to understand the patient unless we 
understand his world as he experiences it in its historically situated totality. Heidegger’s term for 
human beings, Dasein – literally, ‘being-there’ – reflects this presupposition. As Binswanger 
noted in an explanation of Daseinsanalyse, “The new understanding of man, which we owe to 
Heidegger’s analysis of existence, has its basis in the new conception that man is no longer 
understood in terms of some theory – be it a mechanistic, biologic, or psychological one.”77 
Drawing on Heidegger’s insight, Binswanger viewed patients as individuals situated in a specific 
time and place rather than bio-chemical abstractions defined by their neuroses. 
Binswanger underlined the difference between Husserl and Heidegger’s approaches to 
phenomenology in 1946, noting that “today we must strictly differentiate between Husserl’s pure 
or eidetic phenomenology as a transcendental discipline and the phenomenological interpretation 
of human forms of existence as an empirical discipline.”78 In an English-language essay 
published a few years earlier, Binswanger spelled out the practical implications of the 
transcendental-empirical split by way of a discussion of Heidegger’s conception of anxiety. 
Describing anxiety as, alongside being, “the other all important concept in his philosophy,” 
Binswanger argued that Heidegger’s existential analysis of anxiety highlighted the inadequacy of 
Husserl’s intentionalist approach to phenomenology. Since anxiety has no object, it cannot be 
understood as a “certain fact or event in the realm of space and time,” which, Binswanger 
continues, is the only ground upon which intentionalism can interpret a given phenomenon. 
                                                
77 Ludwig Binswanger, “Existential Analysis and Psychotherapy,” Psychoanalytic Review, Vol. 45 (1958/9), p. 79. 
78 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 192. 
 
 140 
Indeed, since anxiety “does not perform any intentional ‘work’,” we should not expect a “mere 
analysis of intention” to yield positive insights.79 
Heidegger’s existential ontology also helped Binswanger to overcome the “fatal defect of 
all psychology,” namely, the “dichotomy of world into subject and object.”80 The subject-object 
split is especially problematic for psychiatry, he argued, because the goals of that discipline are 
predicated upon the possibility that one individual (the psychiatrist) can have direct knowledge – 
or, as Binswanger put it, “understanding” – of another (the patient). Although Husserl had been 
unable to resolve the possibility of meaningful knowledge of other individuals, Binswanger 
combined Heidegger’s ontologically grounded conception of phenomenology with Max 
Scheler’s theory of sympathetic understanding [Einfühlungstheorie] to argue that feelings are 
intentional rather than merely subjective experiences.81 Feelings, that is, can provide us with an 
intuitive understanding of our standing toward others, but only if the other is understood as a part 
of a coherent whole rather than isolated from their environment. The overcoming of Husserl’s 
isolated, transcendental ego was, Binswanger believed, one of the main achievements of 
existential analysis. In his words, “the much-discussed gap that separates our ‘world’ from the 
‘world’ of the mentally ill and makes communication between the two so difficult is not only 
scientifically explained but also scientifically bridged by existential analysis.”82 Binswanger 
                                                
79 Binswanger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 201. 
80 ibid. p. 193. 
81 See Binswanger’s discussion of Einfühlungstheorie in Ludwig Binswanger, Einführung in die Probleme der 
allgemeinen Psychologie (Berlin: Julius Springer, 1922), pp. 234-9. For a more detailed argument for the intentional 
nature of feelings from an explicitly existential analytic perspective, see F. J. J. Buytendijk, ‘The Phenomenological 
Approach to the Problems of Feelings and Emotions’, in Psychoanalysis and Existential Philosophy, ed. H. M. 
Ruitenbeck (London: E. P. Dutton, 1962), pp. 155-78. For a helpful summary of the entire topic, see W. A. Sadler, 
Existence and Love: A New Approach in Existential Phenomenology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1969) pp. 
124-9. 
82 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 213. 
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readily acknowledged, however, that this achievement was only possible as a result of 
Heidegger’s “concept of being-in-the-world as transcendence,” which, he wrote, 
 
has not only returned to a point prior to the subject-object dichotomy of knowledge and 
eliminated the gap between self and world, but has also elucidated the structure of subjectivity as 
transcendence. […] The split of being into subject (man, person) and object (thing, environment) 
is now replaced by the unity of existence and ‘world’ secured by transcendence.83 
 
The phenomenological analysis of world-designs opened up by Heidegger was the crucial 
step in Binswanger’s new understanding of mental illness. Psychoses such as mania, Binswanger 
argued, “represent a new norm, a new form of being-in-the-world. […] It is this norm which we 
call the ‘world’ of the manic.” Such psychoses, he continued, “never become accessible to man 
except in and through a certain world-design.”84 Binswanger’s argument that illness could only 
be understood in relation to the “phenomenological-ontological structure of existence as being-
in-the-world” had important consequences for the framing of disease.85 Hitherto, mental illness 
had generally been framed in terms of deviations from a healthy norm (though, arguably, not by 
Freud). By contrast, Binswanger argued that we cannot come to a meaningful understanding, 
much less an effective treatment, of pathological conditions while we continue to think of them 
as the corruptions of a healthy archetype.86 Whereas “psychiatry’s object is […] the ‘sick’ 
                                                
83 ibid., pp. 193-94. It is important to point out here that Heidegger objected to Binswanger’s transcendental 
interpretation of his work. Indeed, one reason Heidegger worked so closely with Medard Boss, another Swiss-
German existential analyst, was in order to counter Binswanger’s (mis)reading through Boss’s work. 
84 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 201. 
85 ibid., p. 206. 
86 For a systematic and highly influential treatment of relationship between health and pathology, see Georges 
Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological, trans. Carolyn R. Fawcett (London: Zone Books, 1991). 
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organism,”87 existential analysis understands man not “in terms of some theory, be it 
mechanistic, biological, or psychological,” but rather as a “whole man, prior to any distinction 
between conscious and unconsciousness, or even between body and soul.”88 Only existential 
analysis can reveal the “anthropological horizon of understanding” of human beings, because 
only existential analysis is capable of uncovering and illuminating the world-designs of both the 
“sick” and the “healthy.”89 Binswanger underlined Heidegger’s contribution to existential 
analysis in a short article from 1954: 
 
In psychiatry, as a science of sick psychic life [kranken Seelenleben] and the possibilities of its 
healing, Daseinsanalyse has proven to be especially beneficial. It was Heidegger who, in the 
aforementioned work [Being and Time], succeeded, on the basis of the facticity of human being, 
in investigating the essential ontological structures and connections of Dasein, and understanding 
and describing being-in-the-world.90 
 
 But phenomenology was not philosophy’s only contribution to existential analysis. 
Where phenomenology can be thought of as the methodology of existential analysis, its thematic 
content was provided by existentialism.91 Foremost among the existential themes that 
Binswanger sought to medicalize was anxiety. Following the classic definition of anxiety put 
forward by both Kierkegaard and Heidegger, Binswanger argued that anxiety represents “the 
                                                
87 Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic,” p. 209. 
88 Binswanger, “Existential Analysis and Psychotherapy,” Psychoanalytic Review 45, 1958-1959, p. 83. 
89 Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic,” p. 209. 
90 Ludwig Binswanger, “Über Martin Heidegger und die Psychiatrie,” in 350 Jahre Heinrich-Suso-Gymnasium, 
Konstanz (Konstanz: Verlaganstalt Merk & Co., 1954), p. 20. 
91 Although a strict distinction between phenomenology and existentialism is perhaps a false heuristic, especially in 
the wake of Heidegger’s ontologically grounded phenomenology, I maintain it here for the sake of clarity. 
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delivery of existence to nothingness.”92 He expanded upon the objectless character of anxiety in 
an English-language essay written in 1941: “Anxiety, as a mode of being which, in the fullest 
meaning of the term, is without an object, since it is not concerned with any particular subject-
matter […] is the true negative of intentionality, or better still, its absolute negation or 
annihilation. Its essence can never be made known, and yet, it somehow must be confessed to 
be!”93 Binswanger’s characterization of anxiety as the “annihilation” of intentionality again 
points to his claim that Heidegger’s conception of being-in-the-world is required to make up for 
the shortcomings of Husserl’s transcendental approach to phenomenology. 
For all his adherence to an ontological methodology, Binswanger looked to Kierkegaard 
as much as Heidegger for the thematics of Daseinsanalyse. Indeed, although the intellectual debt 
is at times more implied than explicit, Kierkegaard’s influence on Binswanger was profound.94 In 
an essay from the mid-1920s, Binswanger compared Kierkegaard to Augustine, Shakespeare, 
Nietzsche, and Montaigne, while a line from Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript – 
“Above all, let us hold fast onto what it means to be a man” – appeared as the epigraph to 
Binswanger’s breakthrough 1930 essay “Dream and Existence.”95 In “The Case of Ilse” 
                                                
92 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School,” p. 205. 
93 Binswanger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 207. As we will see in the following chapter, Binswanger’s close 
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thorough overview of Kierkegaard’s appearances in Binswanger’s work, see Elisabetta Basso, “Ludwig Binswanger: 
Kierkegaard’s Influence on Binswanger’s Work,” in Kierkegaard Research: Sources, Reception and Resources, 
Volume 13: Kierkegaard’s Influence on the Social Sciences, ed. Jon Stewart (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 29-53. 
95 See, respectively, Ludwig Binswanger, “Erfahren, Verstehen, Deuten in der Psychoanalyse,” in Ludwig 
Binswanger, Ausgewählte Werke in vier Bänden, Band 3: Vorträge und Aufsätze, ed. Max Herzog (Heidelberg: 
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Binswanger described Kierkegaard as “A great mind [who] developed both a new philosophical 
concept of illness and an understanding of insanity as mental disease.”96 Although Binswanger 
perhaps overstates the case here – Kierkegaard’s conception of psychology, as we have already 
seen in chapter one, was not concerned with mental illness as Binswanger conceived of it – his 
remark is indicative of his high regard for Kierkegaard’s psychological observations.97 In “The 
Case of Ellen West,” Binswanger compared schizophrenia to “that sickness of the mind which 
Kierkegaard, with the keen insight of a genius, described and illuminated from all possible 
aspects under the name of ‘Sickness unto Death’.”98 
Of particular significance for the present work, Binswanger was especially influenced by 
Kierkegaard’s conception of anxiety. As is clear from his thoroughly annotated copy of the 
Christoph Schrempf translation of The Concept of Anxiety, Binswanger had engaged in intense 
study of Kierkegaard’s work. Indeed, so heavily underlined is Binswanger’s copy of the text that 
it is difficult to discern any clear pattern to his reading beyond a general interest in the 
interrelationship between anxiety, freedom, and guilt (which hardly narrows things down). One 
apparent focus of Binswanger’s textual markings, however, are statements in which Kierkegaard 
affirms the fundamentally religious dimensions of human existence. On one of the few pages of 
                                                                                                                                                       
Asanger, 1994), p. 3. Originally published under the same title in Imago, Vol. 12, Nos. 2-3 (1926), pp. 223-37; and 
Binswanger, “Dream and Existence,” p. 81. The original quotation can be found in Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding 
Unscientific Postscript, trans. Walter Lowrie (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1944), p. 177. 
96 Ludwig Binswanger, “Insanity as Life-Historical Phenomenon and as Mental Disease: The Case of Ilse,” in 
Existence: A New Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology, ed. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger 
(New York: Basic Books, 1958), p. 235. Originally published as Ludwig Binswanger, “Wahnsinn als 
lebensgeschichtliches Phänomen und als Geisteskrankheit,” Monatsschrift für Psychiatrie und Neurologie, Vol. 110 
(1945), pp. 129-60. 
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can be found in Elisabetta Basso, “From the Problem of the Nature of Psychosis to the Phenomenological Reform of 
Psychiatry: Historical and Epistemological Remarks on Ludwig Binswanger’s Psychiatric Project,” Medicine 
Studies, Vol. 3, No. 4 (November 2012), pp. 225-6. 
98 Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” p. 297 
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the book that is physically folded back, Binswanger had underlined Kierkegaard’s declaration 
that “Every human life is created religiously.”99 Such passages are broadly consistent with the 
views he expressed to Freud in the late 1920s regarding religion’s role as a primary category of 
human psychology. Binswanger affirmed his receptivity to Kierkegaard’s theological analysis of 
“sickness” in his report on Ellen West: “Even the physician of the soul who does not concur in 
the purely religious conception and interpretation of this ‘illness’ [i.e. schizophrenia], who does 
not regard ‘the self’ as eternal in the religious sense […] even such a physician, too, is deeply 
indebted to […] Kierkegaard.100 Indeed, at times Binswanger appeared to go so far as to affirm 
the basic tenets of Kierkegaard’s analysis of the postlapsarian condition of man: 
 
That human beings can become ‘neurotic’ at all is also a sign of the thrownness of Dasein and a 
sign of its potentiality of fallenness – a sign, in short, of its finitude, its transcendental 
limitedness or unfreedom. Only he who scorns these limits – in Kierkegaard’s terms – is at odds 
with the fundamental conception of existence […] whereas only he who ‘knows’ of the 
unfreedom of finite human existence and who obtains ‘power’ over his existence within this very 
powerlessness is unneurotic or ‘free’.101 
 
Despite Binswanger’s obvious admiration for Kierkegaard, however, there are significant 
differences between their positions. As a physician, Binswanger was at least as concerned with 
                                                
99 Søren Kierkegaard, Gesammelte Werke, Band 5: Der Begriff der Angst: eine simple wegweisende Untersuchung 
in der Richtung auf das Dogmatische Problem der Erbsünde, trans. Christoph Schrempf (Jena: Eugen Diederichs 
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possibility (however slim, in this particular case) that the page in question was folded back by someone other than 
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100 Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” p. 298. 
101 Binswanger, “Heidegger’s Analytic,” p. 218. Translation modified by the author. 
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the somatic presentation of phenomena like anxiety and guilt as he was with their spiritual-
psychological manifestations. The same arguably cannot be said for Kierkegaard, of whom W.H. 
Auden once commented, “A planetary visitor could read through the whole of his voluminous 
works without discovering that human beings are not ghosts but have bodies of flesh and 
blood.”102 Like Kurt Goldstein, whose critique of the disembodied foundations of philosophy we 
will explore in the next chapter, Binswanger’s professional duties placed him in daily contact 
with the inescapable corporeality of human being.103 As he noted, perhaps with anorexic patients 
like Ellen West in mind, “One must realize that […] under certain circumstance [the body] 
remains the only form of expression open to individuals.”104 From Binswanger’s perspective, the 
reluctance of philosophers like Kierkegaard and Heidegger to acknowledge the somatic qualities 
of human existence informed a larger oversight in their thinking: a refusal to take seriously the 
genuinely debilitating potential of conditions like anxiety. 
Like Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and many of the figures to be considered in the coming 
chapters (including Goldstein), Binswanger considered anxiety to be a constitutive feature of 
human experience. Binswanger and Goldstein were also in agreement with Kierkegaard and 
Heidegger in their belief that anxiety could serve as a potentially constructive force in the human 
quest for authenticity. Where the physicians departed from the philosophers, however, was in 
their recognition of the genuinely catastrophic consequences of anxiety among those who are 
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Edward Mendelson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 573. 
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unable to harness its positive potential. Healthy individuals who lead expansive lives rich in 
meaning and significance are generally able to cope with the periodic experience of anxiety. But 
for those individuals whose lives are bereft of emotional fulfillment and/or characterized by 
mental illnesses like schizophrenia, anxiety can quickly become pathological. As noted earlier, 
Binswanger expressed the difference between the modes of existence in terms of their respective 
world-designs. In his words, “The emptier, more simplified, and more constricted the world-
design to which an existence has committed itself, the sooner will anxiety appear and the more 
severe will it be. The ‘world’ of the healthy with its tremendously varied contexture of references 
and compounds of circumstance can never become entirely shaky or sink.”105 
Binswanger provided a compelling example of the clinical manifestation of a restricted 
world-design in his discussion of a five-year-old girl who “experienced a puzzling attack of 
anxiety and fainting” after her ice skate was separated from the heel of her shoe.106 Ever since, 
the girl had “suffered spells of irresistible anxiety” whenever her heel came loose – indeed, so 
severe was her phobia that the merest mention of heels could induce fainting. Binswanger noted 
that although psychoanalysis had succeeded in demonstrating that “birth phantasies” lay behind 
the fear of loose heels, Freud could not explain why certain individuals developed hysterical 
symptoms in relation to separating heels and others did not.107 In order to begin to solve the 
“problem of ‘predisposition’,” Binswanger continued, it was necessary to investigate the world-
design that “made possible those phantasies and phobias in the first place.” The world-design of 
                                                
105 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School of Thought,” p. 205. 
106 ibid., pp. 202-03. 
107 Binswanger’s approving reference to “birth phantasies” can plausibly be interpreted as an implicit rejection of the 
Oedipal complex in favor of the Rank’s characterization of birth trauma. See the previous chapter for a full 
discussion of the dispute between Freud and Rank.  
 
 148 
the girl in question exhibited an obsessive focus on the “category of continuity” that resulted in a 
“tremendous constriction, simplification, and depletion of the ‘world content’, of the extremely 
complex totality of the patient’s contexts of reference.” In other words, the girl’s entire existence 
was predicated upon, and filtered through, the “rule” of “continuous connection.”108 Given the 
tremendous emotional stakes involved, any perceived breach of this continuity, even in the 
symbolic form of a tear or separation, results in the “delivery of the existence to nothingness – 
the intolerable, dreadful, ‘naked horror’.”109 
The ice-skating incident is significant not only as an example of the corrosive effect of 
anxiety upon world-design, but also of the explanatory power of existential analysis as compared 
to orthodox psychoanalysis (although its implications for the treatment of the patient remains an 
open question). As Binswanger put it, “In this peculiar world-design with its peculiar being-in-
the-world and its peculiar self, we see in existential terms the real key to the understanding of 
what is taking place.”110 By basing diagnosis upon a consideration of the total existence of the 
patient, Daseinsanalyse emphasizes the inadequacy of a straightforward causal correlation 
between “symptom” and “illness.” Binswanger made precisely this point toward the end of 
Schizophrenia (1957), in which he declares, “What alienates us from the ‘mentally ill’, what 
makes them appear foreign to us, are not individual perceptions or ideas, but the fact that they 
are imprisoned in a world-design that is enormously restricted because it is governed by one or 
very few themes.”111 Filtering a patient’s behavior through the “theoretical construct of libido” 
will necessarily obscure the thematics of an individual’s world-design. Daseinsanalyse, by 
                                                
108 ibid., p. 203. 
109 ibid., p. 204. 
110 ibid. 
111 Ludwig Binswanger, Schizophrenie (Pfullingen: Günter Neske, 1957), p. 401. 
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contrast, is predicated upon the unmediated and direct experience of existence, which, 
Binswanger asserts, is “determined by uncanniness and nothingness.” On the basis of such an 
analysis, Binswanger was able to conclude that “the source of anxiety is existence itself.”112 
The extent to which Binswanger’s interpretation deviated from psychoanalytic orthodoxy 
is underlined by way of a brief comparison to an analagous discussion in Freud’s Inhibitions, 
Symptoms and Anxiety, which was explored in more detail in the previous chapter. Here Freud 
notes that castration – which, as we noted in the previous chapter, remained one of the primary 
“dangers” of which anxiety acted as a “signal” or warning – “can be pictured on the basis of the 
daily experience of faeces being separated from the body or on the basis of losing the mother’s 
breast at weaning.”113 Freud’s point here is to refute the notion that anxiety could ever be related 
to a fear of death; as he put it, “I am therefore inclined to adhere to the view that the fear of death 
should be regarded as analogous to the fear of castration.”114 For our present purposes, what is 
especially noteworthy are the respective analyses of “separation” advanced by Binswanger and 
Freud. The dislodging of the girl’s ice skate is, from a psychoanalytic perspective, a process 
indistinguishable from that of the fear of castration and its quotidian reminders (defecation, etc.); 
in both cases, anxiety is potentially triggered by a symbolic severance (Binswanger clearly 
agrees with Freud as to the symbolic significance of the rupture).  
The remarkable difference between the meanings of separation advanced by Freud and 
Binswanger is grounded not only in the radical incommensurability of the content of their 
                                                
112 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School of Thought,” p. 206. 
113 Freud, “Inhibitions,” p. 129. 
114 ibid., p. 130. The idea that anxiety is rooted in death anxiety is precisely the etiology to which later American 
existential analysts such as Irvin Yalom would point. See Irvin D. Yalom, Existential Psychotherapy (New York: 
Basic Books, 1980). 
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respective interpretations – fear of castration and “existence itself” – but also the methodological 
presuppositions that inform that substantive content. Although Inhibitions is generally taken to 
inaugurate a break with his insistence upon the sexual etiology of anxiety, the appropriate 
method for Freud remains a causal delineation of psychosexual factors such as the loss of the 
penis or a love object. For Binswanger, by contrast, the appropriate method is a 
phenomenological investigation of the cluster of meaning and significance that constitutes the 
patient’s world. Of particular consequence for the coming chapters, Binswanger’s analysis of the 
collapse of world-design also clearly draws upon the biological account of catastrophic anxiety 
outlined by Goldstein in The Organism.115 Although generally overlooked by the literatures on 
both thinkers, the relationship between Binswanger and Goldstein was important for the 
development of their respective accounts of psychosomatic functioning.116 Binswanger stressed 
the congruence between their thinking in a 1931 letter to Goldstein: 
 
I am very struck by your unswerving observation of the wholeness of the organism. I commend 
you very highly that you came to understand that behavior cannot be understood negatively, but 
                                                
115 Binswanger refers to Goldstein by name five times in this essay, twice quotes from The Organism, explicitly 
equates “milieu” to “world-design” (p. 199), and almost certainly has Goldstein in mind when declaring that, “Like 
the biologist and neuropathologist, we do not stop at the single fact […] but we keep searching for an embracing 
whole within which the fact can be understood as a partial phenomenon.” ibid., p. 205. My emphasis. The depth of 
their friendship is attested to by the efforts Binswanger undertook to help secure Goldstein a position in America 
following Goldstein’s expulsion from Germany by the Nazis in 1934. In one letter to an American colleague in 
1934, Binswanger explained that, “I feel myself especially close to the fate of Goldstein, to whom I have for many 
years been linked by bonds of science and friendship. I would be hugely grateful if you would be so good as to write 
a few lines […] detailing your thoughts for his prospects in America.” Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Meyer, August 
9, 1934, UAT 443/8. 
116 A relatively brief discussion of Binswanger’s deployment of key themes in 1920s biology, including that of 
Goldstein, appears in Basso, “From the Problem of the Nature of Psychosis,” pp. 227-8. Basso’s account is 
especially helpful for drawing attention to Binswanger’s fascination with phenomenological accounts of biological 
functioning, especially that of Viktor von Weizsäcker, who, alongside the theologian Joseph Wittig and Martin 
Buber (as we will shortly see, another very significant influence on Binswanger’s work), co-founded the journal Die 
Kreatur in the late 1920s. Weizsäcker’s Der Gestaltskreis: Theorie der Einheit von Wahrnehmen und Bewegen 
(Leipzig: G. Thieme, 1940) was especially highly regarded by Binswanger.   
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only from its new being-in-the-world, via an empirical method, whereas I came to this 
understanding through a pure methodic principle, namely, phenomenology.117 
 
The bond between Binswanger and Goldstein is perhaps most apparent in their shared insistence 
on the correlation between the internal cohesion of an individual’s environment and the intensity 
of their anxiety. Much like the brain-injured soldiers Goldstein treated in the years during and 
after World War I, Binswanger’s unnamed patient gave no indication of any difficulties so long 
as her world-design remained intact – or, in Goldstein’s language, while she remained adequate 
to her milieu. From the patient’s perspective, the integrity of her world-design necessitates that 
“Everything is supposed to stay as it was before. If, however, something new does happen and 
continuity is disrupted, it can only result in catastrophe, panic, anxiety […]. This is what in 
psychopathology we term, in a most simplifying and summarizing manner, [an] anxiety 
attack.”118 As we will see in the following chapter, Binswanger’s description of the anxiety that 
arises out of disturbances in the patient’s world-design is a straightforward restatement of the 
position advanced by Goldstein from the mid-1920s onward. Their clinical experience, though 
disparate, convinced both Goldstein and Binswanger that such cases were far from unusual: 
anxiety can manifest itself in a bewildering variety of ways, but it always represents what the 
latter called a “depletion of being-in-the-world.”119 While much of Binswanger’s terminology 
would have been familiar to Heidegger, the conclusion that anxiety could become truly negative, 
                                                
117 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Goldstein, December 12, 1931, UAT 443/8. The quoted passage reappears almost 
verbatim in Binswanger’s Über Ideenflucht, published two year later, in which he notes that, “Kurt Goldstein has 
been the first neurologist to see […] that ‘pathological’ behavior can only be understood on the basis of its ‘new 
being-in-the-world’.” Ludwig Binswanger, Über Ideenflucht in Ludwig Binswanger, Ausgewählte Werke in vier 
Bänden, Band 1: Formen mißglückten Daseins, ed. Max Herzog (Heidelberg: Asanger, 1992), p. 104. Originally 
published across multiple issues of the Schweizer Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie (1932-33) and collected 
under the same title in a single volume (Zurich: Orel Füssli, 1933). 
118 Binswanger, “The Existential Analysis School of Thought,” p. 204.  
119 ibid., p. 205. 
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even pathological, was not. As Izenberg has pointed out, Heidegger regarded anxiety to be a 
“liberating experience that brought Dasein back to its own individuality.”120 
For Binswanger, the most effective safeguard against the danger of pathological anxiety 
is to inhabit a world-design abounding in love. Despite its near-total neglect by Anglophone 
commentators on Daseinsanalyse, an appreciation of the role played by love in Binswanger’s 
thought is essential to any full comprehension of his project.121 In the absence of love, 
individuals become closed off to the possibilities of existence, resulting in precisely the 
shrinkage of world-design described above. As Binswanger put it in the Grundformen, “the 
person who can scarcely love cannot open himself.”122 States of pathological anxiety, in 
particular, are characterized by an absence of love so severe that relationships of any kind are 
rendered impossible. “Anxiety,” wrote Binswanger in 1941, “may well be understood as the 
result of man’s being cast out of absolute security as provided by love and loving security into a 
kind of existence which is full of pain and constantly implies the danger of becoming isolated.”123 
Though essential for the formation of a robust world-design, Binswanger considered the “being 
                                                
120 Izenberg, The Existentialist Critique of Freud, p. 103. 
121 Sadler’s Existence and Love, now over forty years old, is one of the few exceptions. It is notable that almost 
every Anglophone account of Binswanger’s work that pays due attention to the role of love was authored by 
Christian-Americans, most often Catholics. Sadler, for example, was a Jesuit priest as well as professor of 
philosophy at Bates College. The Christian reception of existential analysis in America, briefly considered in 
chapters five and six, represents a fruitful avenue for further research. A number of Binswanger’s colleagues within 
the field of existential analysis took up his investigation of love; see, for example, Clemens E. Benda, Der Mensch 
im Zeitalter der Lieblosigkeit (Stuttgart: Steingruben Verlag, 1956); and Viktor E. Frankl, The Doctor and the Soul: 
From Psychotherapy to Logotherapy (New York: Souvenir Press, 1967). For recent German-language treatments of 
the place of love in Binswanger’s thought, see Michael Schmidt, Ekstatische Transzendenz: Ludwig Binswangers 
Phänomenologie der Liebe und die Aufdeckung der sozialontologischen Defizite in Heideggers “Sein und Zeit” 
(Würzburg: Könighausen & Neumann Verlag, 2004); and Eckart Goebel, Der engagierte Solitär: Die Gewinnung 
des Begriffs Einsamkeit aus der Phänomenologie der Liebe im Frühwerk Jean-Paul Sartres (Berlin: Oldenbourg 
Akademieverlag, 2001), Part I, ch. 5. 
122 Ludwig Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 128. 
123 Binswanger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 204. 
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of loving encounter” to be more than just a buttress against the “horror” of anxiety. Love, he 
insisted, also constituted a basic existential structure of human being.124 
Where Heidegger, on Binswanger’s reading, designated “care” [Sorge] as the sole 
constitutive structure of human being, Binswanger insisted that love represented a second, 
“ontologically prior” existential Urform.125 As he noted in a letter to Goldstein, “The sympathetic 
relationship is the basic category, or rather the ‘existentiale’ of Dasein as being-with 
[Mitdasein].”126 Despite Heidegger’s repeated assertion that “Even Dasein’s being-alone is being-
with in the world,” Binswanger argued that Being and Time promoted a form of interpersonal 
solipsism.127 More specifically, Binswanger criticized the radically singular foundations of 
Heidegger’s notion of care, which grounds personal existence in and for oneself. “The being of 
man,” Binswanger asserted, “is not understood when it is described as mere ‘care’.”128 As 
Heidegger himself put it in a review of Karl Jaspers’s Psychology of Worldviews, 
That our factic, i.e. historically actualized life is already at work within how we factically 
approach the problem of how the self, in being anxiously concerned about itself, appropriates 
itself – this is something that belongs originally to the very sense of the factic ‘I am’.129 
                                                
124 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 69. 
125 Binswanger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 199. See also Binswanger, Grundformen, pp. 59-61. 
126 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Goldstein, February 11, 1958, UAT 443/8. 
127 Heidegger, Being and Time, pp. 156-7/120. 
128 Heidegger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 199. 
129 Martin Heidegger, “Critical Comments on Karl Jaspers’s Psychology of Worldviews,” trans. Theodore Kisiel, in 
Theodore Kisiel and Thomas Sheehan, ed., Becoming Heidegger: On the Trail of His Early Occasional Writings, 
1910-1927 (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern University Press, 2007), p. 143. My emphasis – original all in italics. 
Heidegger ambiguously dated his review to “1919-1921,” but it seems likely that the basic draft was completed by 
September 1920. Given Binswanger’s friendship with Jaspers and overwhelming interest in both the subject matter 
and Heidegger himself, it seems reasonable to assume that he was acquainted with this article. Earlier in the same 
article, Heidegger writes that, “In the fundamental experience of the I, the facticity of this I is crucial. […] This 
having itself arises from anxious concern, is maintained in it, and tends toward it.” ibid., p. 140. It should, however, 
be pointed out that Heidegger is not entirely closed to the possibility of intersubjectivity; see, for example, his 
statement that “Another possibility of such revelation [of experiencing beings as a whole] is concealed in our joy in 
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Love, by contrast, grounds personal existence in and for others in the duality of the “we-
together.”130 Binswanger attributed Heidegger’s indifference to the genuinely interpersonal 
aspects of human life to an excessive concern for the idea of existence rather than the lived 
experience of it: “Just as with Freud, the interest in nature, and not the human being, was at the 
forefront, so with Heidegger, it is not interest in the human being that is in the forefront, but 
existence as the mode of being to which the understanding of being can be attributed.”131 Since 
the investigation of being can proceed along individual lines, a phenomenon like love could be 
argued to be of marginal importance to Heidegger’s project. 
Binswanger’s critique of Heidegger was strongly influenced by the “dialogic” conception 
of intersubjectivity advanced by Martin Buber. In I and Thou (1923), Buber contrasted two basic 
attitudes that human beings can adopt in relation to the world: I-You and I-It. Where the former 
entails an “unmediated” encounter between self and other, the latter reduces the subject of love 
to the status of an object. Although the self is implicated in both attitudes, the “I” that engages 
with You is fundamentally different from that which confronts the “describable, analyzable, 
classifiable” It.132 The I-You relationship is founded upon the “cosmic force” of love, which 
transcends the realm of mere feeling and, in the process, approximates man’s relationship with 
God, the “Eternal Thou.”133 The reciprocity between I and You is transformative for both parties; 
                                                                                                                                                       
the present existence – and not simply in the person – of a human being whom we love.” Martin Heidegger, “What 
is Metaphysics?” in Basic Writings: From Being and Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964), ed. David Farrell 
Krell (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), p. 101. 
130 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 86. 
131 Binswanger, “Mein Weg zu Freud,” p. 28. 
132 Buber, I and Thou, pp. 62, 68. 
133 ibid., p. 66. See Buber’s comment in the “Afterword” appended to the 1957 version of I and Thou that “The man 
who turns toward [God] need not turn his back on any other I-You relationship: quite legitimately he brings them all 
to God and allows them to become transfigured ‘in the countenance of God’.” ibid., p. 182. 
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it is only on the basis of this relationship that the individual self – though given the inherent 
complementarity of the encounter, it may be more accurate to speak of selves – can fulfill its 
potential as an authentic being: “I require a You to become; becoming I, I say You. All actual 
life is encounter.”134 
Buber’s account of the authentic self forged in and through loving encounters with others 
had obvious appeal to Binswanger. Growing up within the extended family environment of 
Bellevue, Binswanger witnessed his grandfather and father’s attempts to apply a (comparatively) 
naïve conception of loving reciprocity to the treatment of patients. As the Grundformen makes 
clear, Buber was indispensible to Binswanger’s attempt to delineate a conceptually sophisticated 
theory of love: “Existential knowledge has its authentic ground and basis in the loving being-
together [Miteinandersein] of I and You,” declared Binswanger in his introduction.135 Later in the 
same work, he expanded upon the necessarily intersubjective nature of love: 
The presencing [Gegenwärtigen] of the presence of love, which is ‘beyond’ the contradictions of 
actual and non-actual presence, of decidedness and indecision, of selfhood and being-one-self 
[Man-selbst-sein], of temporalization in the sense of finitude and infinite time, this presencing 
has no other meaning than granting us, me to you and you to me. This means that Dasein 
is precisely not claimed ‘as mineness’ and not handed to me as mine, but that it grants Dasein for 
being there in the ‘deepest sense’ of completely uniquely belonging to one another, for the home 
of the ‘I and Thou’, the dual we-ness [Wirheit].136 
 
As a careful reading of the above passage suggests, Binswanger’s embrace of Buber’s 
philosophy also had a polemical edge. Binswanger favorably compared Buber’s notion of the I-
You relationship to the isolated ego depicted by both Heidegger and Kierkegaard; as he declared 
                                                
134 ibid., p. 62. 
135 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 14. 
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in a letter to Buber, “I not only agree with you on all counts, but also see you as an ally against 
not only Kierkegaard, but also Heidegger. Although I am deeply indebted to his methodology, 
Heidegger’s conception of Dasein (Dasein as in each case mine), although secularized, is in line 
with Kierkegaard.”137 Almost thirty years later, Binswanger reaffirmed their bond: “In our 
emphasis on the significance of we-ness, with respect to Heidegger, we are extremely close.”138 It 
is the transformative power of love to turn “I” into “we,” Binswanger held, that makes authentic 
relationships possible: “For it is out of the undivided fullness of being of the each-other [des 
Einander] that I and You first emerge to attain their ‘selfhood’ in each other.”139 Love is thus 
both the means through which anxiety is overcome, and the guiding light in the search for 
authenticity. If anxiety represents the “loss of world and self,”140 love transcends anxiety by 
grounding human existence in what Binswanger termed “being-beyond-the-world” [über-die-
Welt-hinaus-sein].141 
Binswanger’s approach to treatment, which he characterized as “being-together with one 
another [in] relatedness and love,” was predicated upon the possibility of establishing a loving 
relationship between physician and patient.142 The goal was not simply to rid the patient of 
neurotic symptoms, but to open them to the “eternity” of “home.”143 “Knowledge of human 
                                                
137 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Buber, November 17, 1936, UAT 443/4. Binswanger’s parenthetical remark (as 
well as the reference to “as mineness” in the previous quotation) is drawn from Heidegger’s repeated assertions that 
“Dasein has in each case mineness.” Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 68/42. See also ibid., p. 78/53. 
138 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Buber, May 8, 1962, UAT 443/4. 
139 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 14. 
140 Binswanger, “Lola Voss,” p. 338. 
141 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 134.  
142 Binswanger, ‘Existential Analysis and Psychotherapy’, p. 82. 
143 Binswanger, “On Husserl’s Phenomenology,” p. 199. Binswanger’s characterization of love and anxiety as 
analogous to “home-ness” [Heimat] and “homeless-ness” respectively is, I believe, derived from contemporary 
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being,” wrote Binswanger in the Grundformen, “finds its ground and foundation in the being-
together of me and you.”144 The collapse of the possibility of genuine reciprocity, with all the 
attendant difficulties for emotional well-being, is evident in the case of Lola Voss. Binswanger 
defined Lola as inhabiting “a world-design that is no longer carried by, nor bears any traces of, 
love and trust, or of the closeness to humans and things that results from these feelings.”145 In the 
absence of love, Lola retreated into a symbolic world consisting of “various languages, 
compositions of syllables and inversions of letters.”146 In a bid to predict the future and stave off 
the anxiety that flooded her existence, Lola attempted to divine meaning in the jumble of 
symbols. Since her effort at divination was doomed to fail, Lola was unable to establish the 
secure existential footing she so craved. Binswanger interpreted Lola’s reliance upon superstition 
and augury as a form of self-sabotage, claiming that she had “renounced her own particular 
power to decide and let herself be advised only by ‘things’.”147 Or, to translate Lola’s situation 
into Buber’s preferred idiom, I-You had dissolved into I-It. 
                                                                                                                                                       
notions of the “uncanny” [unheimlich]. As Freud noted in the long etymological section to his famous 1919 essay on 
“The Uncanny,” heimlich relates to that which is “familiar and agreeable,” for example in the sense of “heimelig, 
belonging to the house or the family, or regarded as so belonging.” Anxiety thus represents the negation, the 
unheimlich, of love. Support for this interpretation is provided by the fact that both Freud and Heidegger discuss the 
uncanny in relation to anxiety. In the case of the former, it (perhaps inevitably) arises from Freud’s interpretation of 
E.T.A. Hoffman’s “The Sandman” as an expression of the anxiety of the castration complex; in the latter case, 
Heidegger explicitly states that, “In anxiety, one feels uncanny [unheimlich].” Heidegger then continues, “But here 
‘uncanniness’ also means ‘not-being-at-home’.” Heidegger’s definition here is remarkably similar to Binswanger’s, 
but it is inconceivable that the latter would not also have been intimately acquainted with Freud’s seminal essay on 
the subject. See, respectively, Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of 
the Complete Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XVII (1917-1919): An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works (London: 
The Hogarth Press, 1964), pp. 224, 222, 231; and Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 233/188. 
144 Binswanger, Grundformen, p. 21.  
145 Binswanger, “Lola Voss,” p. 337. 
146 ibid., p. 292. 
147 ibid., p. 289. 
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As Jonathan Lear once noted, “It is hard to take love seriously.” Analysts, he continued, 
“tend to dismiss love as cosmological speculation […] which goes beyond the bounds or 
concerns of psychoanalysis.”148 Although Lear was talking about Freud, his comments are 
equally, if not more, applicable to Binswanger. It is striking how few of Binswanger’s admirers 
within America’s medical establishment – and, following the 1959 publication of Existence, the 
first Anglophone collection of essays on Daseinsanalyse, he certainly did attract a significant 
number of followers in the United States – were willing to accept love as a rigorous scientific 
category. Indeed, Binswanger’s insistence upon the diagnostic significance of love may well 
account for the overwhelming decline in the stature of his thought in the past four decades or 
so.149 For while Binswanger is surely more than the “mere footnot[e] to interwar intellectual 
history” implied by Peter Gordon150 – his work continues to generate a steady stream of 
commentary among German, French, and Italian historians, psychiatrists, and philosophers151 –  
                                                
148 Jonathan Lear, Love and Its Place in Nature: A Philosophical Interpretation of Freudian Psychoanalysis (New 
York: The Noonday Press, 1990), p. 156. 
149 A similar point could perhaps be made about Viktor Frankl, although logotherapy was arguably of more 
significance as a form of popular self-therapy than a viable medical practice. 
150 Peter E. Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 
2010), p. 95. 
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un'esplorazione fenomenologico-psichiatrica (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2006); Georges Charbonneau, Introduction à la 
psychopathologie phénoménologique, 2 vols. (Paris: Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 2010); and 
Philippe Cabestan and Françoise Dastur, Daseinsanalyse (Paris: Vrin, 2011). For important Anglophone research on 
Binswanger and phenomenological approaches to psychiatry more generally, see Susan Lanzoni, “An Epistemology 
of the Clinic: Ludwig Binswanger’s Phenomenology of the Other,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Autumn, 2003), 
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existential analysis has all but disappeared from the landscape of contemporary clinical 
practice.152 As the treatment of mental illnesses such as anxiety has become ever more reliant 
upon pharmacology, so there has been increasing pressure on the psychiatric profession to 
provide quantifiable diagnostic rubrics that allow the effectiveness of a given medication to be 




Later in his career, Binswanger was fiercely criticized for what some – above all Heidegger and 
his Zurich-based ally Medard Boss – regarded as Daseinsanalyse’s crude and instrumental use of 
philosophy.153 Such criticisms stung Binswanger, who felt that his critics “have not appreciated 
what a tremendously heavy scientific load I must carry around,” as he put it in a letter to the 
German psychiatrist Heinz Häfner. He continued by arguing that his detractors “have not 
understood that the question of phenomenology and Daseinsanalyse is not an either-or, but rather 
can only be conceived of as a both-as-well.”154 Countering criticisms regarding the theoretical 
coherence of existential analysis put to him by the French phenomenologist Henri Maldiney, 
Binswanger stated that, 
                                                                                                                                                       
pp. 160-86; and Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood: Investigating the First-Person Perspective (Cambridge, 
MA.: The MIT Press, 2005). 
152 As Nassir Ghaemi, a psychiatrist at Harvard Medical School put it in 2001, “Existential psychiatry, much in 
vogue three decades ago, is largely ignored today.” Nassir Ghaemi, “Rediscovering Existential Psychotherapy: The 
Contribution of Ludwig Binswanger,” American Journal of Psychotherapy, Vol. 55, No. 1 (2001), p. 51. 
153 See, for example, Heidegger and Boss’s criticisms in Martin Heidegger, Zollikon Seminars: Protocols – 
Conversations – Letters, ed. Medard Boss, trans. Franz Mayr (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern University Press, 2001). 
154 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Häfner, October 29, 1962, UAT 443/69. 
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Compared to ‘pure philosophy’, I myself feel a practical work-horse or, if you prefer, a pack 
animal. My realm is the no man’s land [Zwischendeck] between pure philosophy, the pure 
analysis of Dasein, and pure phenomenology, on the one hand, and the practical application of 
those doctrines on, as well as within, scientific research. While you rightly view Heidegger’s 
analysis of Dasein and Husserl’s phenomenology as ‘incompatible’ on a purely philosophical 
level, they are certainly compatible on a ‘practical’ level.155  
 
Binswanger’s comments point to the fact that Daseinsanalyse was conceived as a practical, even 
vocational, application of philosophy to the realm of psychiatry. The extent to which his 
theoretical insights actually informed the day-to-day duties of patient care remains an open 
question. Binswanger’s published case studies draw heavily from the philosophical literature in 
accounting for the psychological life of his patients, as well as their diagnoses, but he says 
surprisingly little about the actual techniques or process of Daseinsanalyse. As Naamah Akavia 
has argued with reference to Ellen West, “Paradoxically, it is precisely the richness of the case-
history and the unusual abundance of resources upon which it relies that render [Binswanger’s] 
occasional silences more striking. […] How did the treatment proceed? What kind of therapeutic 
relationship did Binswanger and Ellen West develop?”156 
Binswanger’s procedural reticence has prompted some critics to suggest that as far as the 
treatment of patients is concerned, existential analysis was little more than psychoanalysis in a 
                                                
155 Ludwig Binswanger, Letter to Maldiney, March 28, 1962, UAT 443/69. 
156 Naamah Akavia, “Writing ‘The Case of Ellen West’: Clinical Knowledge and Historical Representation,” 
Science in Context, Vol. 21, No. 1 (2008), p. 121. On the basis of the new archival material noted in fn. 7 above, 
Akavia attempts to address these and other questions, concluding that Binswanger’s “phenomenological approach 
[as presented in the published case-history] did not correspond to the reality of the ‘The Case of Ellen West’.” 
Ultimately, she concludes, the published case was an elaborate (and quite literal) “cover story” that “supplies 
Binswanger […] with a justification for his actions […] by employing the plot-structure and the thematics of tragedy 
to describe Ellen West’ existence.” ibid. pp. 133, 142. 
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philosophical idiom.157 This line of criticism surely goes too far: if nothing else, Binswanger’s 
focus on intersubjectivity acted as a corrective for both the solipsism of existential philosophy 
and the one-sided relationship between analyst and patient depicted in psychoanalysis, most 
obviously expressed in Freud’s notorious refusal to consider the possibility of counter-
transference.158 More to the point, as I hope to have shown in this chapter, Binswanger’s 
recognition that the defining themes of existential philosophy and theology corresponded to the 
psychosomatic reality of patients did more than just substitute libido theory for anxiety. The 
effort to ground psychiatry in the methodology and subject matter of early twentieth-century 
philosophy (a category that, for present purposes, includes Kierkegaard) entailed a 
thoroughgoing reconceptualization of what it meant to be a “patient.” Anxiety could no longer be 
regarded as a symptom abstracted from the matrix of meaning and significance that informs the 
life of each individual. Nor could it be dismissed as merely ancillary to sexuality or aggression. 
Rather, Binswanger had demonstrated that anxiety was a legitimate medical phenomenon with a 
distinct set of characteristics and concerns, the etiology of which was to be found in the 
condition of existence itself.
                                                
157 See, for example, Castel’s comment that “Binswanger or Sartre, who present themselves as the heirs to 
Husserlian anti-naturalism in their reading of Freud, could only restate what we already knew in phenomenological 
language.” Pierre-Henri Castel, Introduction à L’intérpretation du rêve de Freud (Paris: Presses universitaires de 
France, 1998), p. 39. See also Wolstein’s comment that “existentialism is, philosophically, a theory without meaning 
and, psychologically, an analysis of experience without therapy.” Benjamin Wolstein, “On the Psychological 
Absurdity of Existential Analysis,” Psychoanalysis and the Psychoanalytic Review, Vol. 49, No. 3 (Fall 1962), pp. 
117-8. 
158 Freud’s most substantial discussion of transference appeared in his report on the case of Dora, published as 
Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria in 1905, but throughout his career he maintained that a disciplined 
analyst would be untroubled by the problem of counter-transference. Hannah S. Decker discusses Freud’s position 
and its consequences for the development of psychoanalysis in the epilogue to Freud, Dora, and Vienna 1900 (New 
York: The Free Press, 1991), pp. 191-99. 
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Chapter 4: “Biologist with an Ontological Attitude”: Kurt Goldstein and the 
Courage To Be Anxious 
 
In 1938, the German-Jewish neurologist Kurt Goldstein was invited to give the William James 
Lectures on Philosophy and Psychology at Harvard University. Addressing a predominantly 
American audience on the cusp of World War II, Goldstein argued that the “relative security” of 
the second half of the nineteenth century had been replaced by a world “fraught with increasing 
uncertainty.”1 “The experience of the last few decades, in Europe in particular,” he continued, 
“have awakened great doubt regarding the character of human nature.”2 Goldstein had more 
reason to doubt than most: in 1915, he founded the Military Hospital for Brain Injured Soldiers 
in Frankfurt, where over the course of more than a decade he would treat hundreds of young men 
and women suffering from severe, often irreparable, neurological trauma. More recently, he had 
fled Nazi Germany, first for Switzerland and Amsterdam in 1934, and then on to the United 
States the following year, where he was appointed Clinical Professor of Neurology and Lecturer 
in Psychopathology at Columbia University.3 In 1939, as Goldstein was concluding his lecture 
series at Harvard, he would publish The Organism – his own translation of the 1934 original Der 
Aufbau des Organismus – the work that would secure him his place in the history of medicine 
and philosophy. 
                                                
1 Kurt Goldstein, Human Nature in the Light of Psychopathology (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 
1940), pp. 6-7. 
2 ibid., p. 7. 
3 Kurt Goldstein, “Kurt Goldstein,” in A History of Psychology in Autobiography, Vol. V, ed. Carl Murchison, 
Edwin G. Boring, and Gardner Lindsey (Worcester, MA.: Clark University Press, 1967), p. 150. For the sake of 
clarity, this text will henceforth be referred to as “Autobiography” in the footnotes. 
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The chaos and disintegration of which Goldstein spoke in his James lectures was a daily 
experience for the soldiers he had treated in Germany. As a result of their injuries, these patients 
were faced with neurological impairments that ranged from the glaring – including the loss of 
speech functionality or an inability to complete simple tasks like the tying of shoelaces or 
counting with numbers – to the subtle, such as difficulty in recalling the names of colors or 
recognizing pictorial depictions of everyday objects. The patients’ own awareness of his or her 
impairment(s) often produced a kind of psychosomatic collapse that Goldstein referred to as a 
“state of catastrophe.” Catastrophic states are similar to what the German psychiatrist and 
philosopher Karl Jaspers termed “limit situations” [Grenzsituationen], moments in which human 
beings confront the margins of their current existence before reconciling themselves into a newly 
reconstituted actuality.4 The primary characteristic of catastrophic states was a highly acute bout 
of anxiety; as Goldstein put it in The Organism, “states of catastrophic reaction […] of brain-
injured patients […] show all [the] characteristics of anxiety.”5 
Although Goldstein’s name remains a staple of neurology and neuropsychology 
textbooks, he has generally been overlooked by historians of medicine, philosophy, and science. 
With the notable exceptions of a standout chapter in Anne Harrington’s Reenchanted Science 
(1996), a recent short work by Stefanos Geroulanos and Todd Meyers, and a handful of other 
articles, there has been little coverage of Goldstein and his work in the humanities.6 This 
                                                
4 See Karl Jaspers, Psychologie der Weltanschauungen (Berlin: Springer, 1919). 
5 Kurt Goldstein, The Organism: A Holistic Approach to Biology Derived From Pathological Data in Man (New 
York: Zone Books, 2000), p. 231. 
6 Anne Harrington, Reenchanted Science: Holism in German Culture from Wilhelm II to Hitler (Princeton, NJ.: 
Princeton University Press, 1999); and Stefanos Geroulanos and Todd Meyers, Experimente in der Einzelperson: 
Kurt Goldstein und die Fragen des Organismus (Berlin: August Verlag, 2013). See also Frank W. Stahnisch and 
Thomas Hoffman, “Kurt Goldstein and the Neurology of Movement During the Interwar Years: Physiological 
Experimentation, Clinical Psychology and Early Rehabilitation,” in Was bewegt uns? Menschen im Spannungsfeld 
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scholarly lacuna is especially unfortunate for, as I will argue in this chapter, Goldstein was 
responsible for bringing about one of the most significant and widespread, yet hitherto ignored, 
developments in twentieth-century medicine and culture: the medicalization of anxiety. More 
than any other single individual in the history of philosophy or medicine, Goldstein was 
responsible for transforming anxiety from a theologico-philosophical trope into a medicalized 
phenomenon. The key to understanding Goldstein’s reconceptualization of anxiety lies in his 
intervention in one of the most enduring conflicts in modern European medicine, the debate 
between localizationism – or, as Goldstein generally referred to it, atomism – and holism. 
Although localizationism enjoyed widespread acceptance as a general account of neurological 
functioning, Goldstein saw it instead as a description of the way organisms operate under 
conditions of illness: if holism is the ideal of organismic functioning, atomism is its pathological 
equivalent. 
Goldstein’s resolution of the debate was made possible by the unique confluence of 
historical circumstance and intellectual realignment taking place in the opening decades of the 
twentieth century. The outbreak of World War I, in particular, presented Goldstein with an 
unprecedented opportunity to observe a critical mass of neurological traumata. In the process of 
treating injured soldiers, Goldstein observed the ways in which the unity of holism could splinter 
and the process by which it could be recovered. By paying attention to the existential as well as 
biological dimensions of human life, he reconceptualized the categories of treatment and 
recovery: health was no longer understood in terms of a strict binary opposed to sickness; instead 
it was related to the patient’s ability to actualize his goals within the world. In this regard, 
                                                                                                                                                       
zwischen Mobilität und Beschleunigung, ed. C. Hoffstadt, F Peschke, and A. Schultz-Buchta (Freiburg: Projekt 
Verlag, 2010), pp. 283-312. 
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Goldstein’s claims were both epistemic and ontological: holism was simultaneously an approach 
to knowledge and an understanding of the world. 
As the condition that most transparently signifies disturbances in the organism’s milieu, 
anxiety was central to Goldstein’s task of investigating the holistic functioning of organisms in 
health and sickness. As he put it in The Organism, “The manner in which […] human individuals 
[…] cope with anxiety provides insights into their nature. [Anxiety] seems to us particularly 
important for the knowledge of the essentials of the nature of living organisms.”7 Drawing on a 
philosophical literature that stretched back to Kierkegaard, Goldstein noted that anxiety had 
generally been characterized as an object-less phenomenon: anxiety is differentiated from fear in 
that the latter always has an object – a tiger, say – whereas we are menaced by anxiety precisely 
because it lacks an identifiable object. In the words of the German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger, “That in the face of which one has anxiety is characterized by the fact that what 
threatens is nowhere.”8 But, Goldstein argued, such a characterization is 
 
not sufficient […] because it only describes the subjective experience. Usually one believes that 
this exhausts the facts, that the essential aspect of anxiety is given in the subjective experience. 
However, if we observe someone in a state of anxiety we can disclose characteristic bodily 
changes as well, certain expressive movements of the face and the body, and certain states of 
physiological processes, motor phenomena, changes of pulse rate, vasomotor phenomena, and so 
on.9  
 
                                                
7 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 240. 
8 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper & Row, 
1962), p. 231/186. 
9 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 229. 
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Goldstein’s words serve as a succinct summary of his overall approach to anxiety and an 
holistic conception of medicine more generally. Although there is much in this passage to 
unpack, his primary claim is that anxiety is not just a subjective psychological experience; 
equally important for any attempt to grasp the phenomenon in its totality are the objective and 
measurable somatic processes disclosed by medical analysis. Organisms are a unitary whole of 
phenomenological experience and biological activity; philosophers have only considered the 
former, which is why their accounts have remained on the level of description rather than 
analysis. Goldstein summarized his perspective in an essay of 1957; following the work of Max 
Scheler, Heidegger, and Ludwig Binswanger, he noted, 
 
one is convinced that one can do justice to the problem [of observable phenomena like anxiety] 
only by a phenomenological-ontological approach. […] Nevertheless, I believe it may be 
justified to investigate whether the phenomenological analysis represents the only adequate 
method to study the phenomena, whether the biological approach, as I have developed it, cannot 
contribute something to their understanding or at least establish a bridge between the results of 
both procedures.10 
 
Goldstein’s task in The Organism was to provide an “objective” physiological grounding that 
would complement the “inner experience” of anxiety.11 By demonstrating, in contrast to the 
fundamental belief of the philosophical literature, that anxiety in fact did have an object – a 
                                                
10 Kurt Goldstein, “The Smiling of the Infant and the Problem of Understanding the ‘Other’,” Journal of 
Psychology, Vol. 44 (1957), pp. 187-8. Underlining his commitment to the philosophical as well as biological 
perspective, Goldstein approvingly quotes Heidegger in ibid., p. 189. 
11 Goldstein, The Organism, pp. 231-2. See also Kurt Goldstein, “Zum Problem der Angst,” in Selected 
Papers/Ausgewählte Schriften, ed. Aron Gurwitsch, Else M. Goldstein Haudek, and William E. Haudek (The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), p. 234. 
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somatic reality grounded in the physiological experience of the patient – Goldstein opened the 
way for the reconceptualization of anxiety on medical grounds. 
 
Becoming a Neurologist: Kurt Goldstein in the Commonwealth of Philosophy 
 
Goldstein was an appropriate choice for a series of lectures honoring America’s most prominent 
physician-philosopher. He was born into a large Jewish family in Katowice – then a bustling city 
in the Prussian province of Silesia, now part of Poland – in 1878. Following a “classical” 
Gymnasium education whose “learning was directed mainly toward the humanities,” Goldstein 
enrolled at the University of Breslau, one of imperial Germany’s pre-eminent centers of 
neuropsychological research and teaching.12 After obtaining his medical degree in 1903, 
Goldstein remained in Breslau to study under the pioneering neuropsychiatrist Carl Wernicke 
(1848-1905). In 1874, Wernicke had published his Aphasic Symptom Complex: A Psychological 
Study on an Anatomical Basis, in which he developed a direct link between brain injuries and the 
speech function disorder known as aphasia.13 After concluding his studies with Wernicke, 
Goldstein moved to Frankfurt, where he worked as an assistant to Ludwig Edinger (1855-1918), 
Germany’s first professor of neurology. Goldstein was working as Edinger’s Oberartz (first 
                                                
12 Goldstein, “Autobiography,” p. 147. For more on the history of Jewish Breslau, and in particular the relations 
between Jews and Catholics during the German Imperial period, see Till van Rahden, Juden und andere Breslauer: 
Die Beziehungen zwischen Juden, Protestanten, und Katholiken in einer deutschen Grossstadt von 1860 bis 1925 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000). 
13 Carl Wernicke, Der aphasische Symptomencomplex: Eine psychologische Studie auf anatomischer Basis (Breslau: 
Max Cohn & Weigert, 1874). Wernicke’s research owed much to the work of his teachers, Carl Friedrich Otto 
Westphal and, especially, Theodor Meynert; indeed, The Aphasic Symptom Complex, which contains repeated 
affirmations of Wernicke’s debt to Meynert, was published shortly after Wernicke concluded a six-month tenure 
working under Meynert in Vienna (as Freud would almost a decade later). Westphal and Meynert, in turn, were both 
students of Wilhelm Griesinger, who, as we saw in chapter three, had close links with the Binswanger family. See 
Harry A. Whitaker and Susan C. Etlinger, “Theodor Meynert’s Contribution to Classical 19th Century Aphasia 
Studies,” Brain and Language, Vol. 45 (1993), pp. 561-2. 
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assistant) at the Institute for Research into the Effects of Brain Lesions when he was asked to 
establish the Military Hospital for Brain Injured Soldiers following the outbreak of World War 
I.14 
 Before settling on medicine, Goldstein had seriously considered training as a philosopher 
and spent a year studying the Southwest School of neo-Kantianism in Heidelberg with Wilhelm 
Windelband, Heinrich Rickert, and Ernst Troeltsch.15 Immanuel Kant’s philosophy was, in many 
ways, foundational for Goldstein’s thinking about biology, as he himself noted in 1959: “My 
introduction of the concept of ‘existence’ in the interpretation of human behavior – much as it 
developed from observations – ultimately goes back to Kant’s transcendental theory of 
knowledge.”16 Speaking of organisms in 1790’s Critique of Judgment, Kant had declared that, 
“In such a product of nature, just as each part exists only as a result of all the rest, so we also 
think of each part as existing for the sake of the others and of the whole.”17 Neo-Kantianism, 
perhaps the most significant late-nineteenth century interpretation of Kant’s legacy, was also the 
school of philosophy to which Goldstein’s cousin Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945) belonged.18 As 
                                                
14 Goldstein, “Autobiography,” p. 148. 
15 Harrington, Reenchanted Science, p. 141. See also Goldstein’s own comments in Kurt Goldstein, “Notes on the 
Development of my Concepts,” Journal of Individual Psychology, Vol. 15, No. 1 (May, 1959), pp. 5, 13; and 
Goldstein, “Autobiography,” p. 147. 
16 Goldstein, “Notes,” p. 13. 
17 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis, IN.: Hackett, 1987), p. 253. For 
more on eighteenth century conceptions of holism, see Stefani Engelstein, “The Allure of Wholeness: The 
Eighteenth-Century Organism and the Same-Sex Marriage Debate,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 39, No. 4 (Summer 
2013), pp. 754-76. 
18 To be more precise, Cassirer was a member of the so-called Marburg School of neo-Kantianism and studied under 
Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp. Although the orientation of the Southwest and Marburg schools differed – 
generally speaking, the former focused on issues related to value (a subject later to be explicitly taken up by 
Goldstein), whereas the latter were predominantly interested in matters concerning natural science and, especially, 
mathematics – it is nevertheless plausible to refer to neo-Kantianism per se as a more or less coherent philosophical 
school. For more on neo-Kantianism, and especially its relationship to psychology, see Alfred I. Tauber, Freud, The 
Reluctant Philosopher (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2010), esp. pp. 85-115. 
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arguably the most prominent representative of the neo-Kantian tradition following the deaths of 
Windelband in 1915 and Hermann Cohen in 1918, Cassirer’s ideas enjoyed widespread, if 
contentious, circulation.19 Goldstein’s writings contain numerous references to Cassirer’s ideas, 
often expressed in the latter’s distinctive philosophical idiom: “man’s highest mental capacity,” 
Goldstein asserted in 1959, is that in which “the world is considered from the symbolic point of 
view.” Echoing Binswanger’s psychoanalytic assimilation of Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic 
forms, Goldstein continued by arguing that “the symbolic aspect is not only the basis – as is 
often stressed – of the intellectual interpretation of the world; at the same time it communicates 
the immediate relationship of people to each other.”20 
 Goldstein and Cassirer enjoyed a fruitful and long-standing exchange that was crucial to 
the intellectual orientation of both thinkers. Their correspondence attests to the convergence of 
thinking about issues related to biological conceptions of life and epistemology among a small 
circle of Mitteleuropäische philosophers, scientists, and physicians. As Cassirer put it in letter to 
Goldstein in 1925, “From the few hours spent in your company in the past year, it has once again 
become quite clear to me […] that the problems with which we are currently dealing are very 
                                                
19 Cassirer is perhaps best known today not for his role in the notorious Davis disputation with Martin Heidegger in 
March 1929, a debate that, at least ostensibly, focused on the legacy and appropriate interpretation of Kant (among 
many other prominent figures of the time, Binswanger made the 150 km journey from Kreuzlingen to witness the 
debate). For more on the Davos disputation, see Michael Friedman, A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer, and 
Heidegger (New York: Open Court, 2000) and Peter E. Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos 
(Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2010). For a recent attempt to rehabilitate Cassirer’s philosophical 
reputation, see Thomas Meyer, “Ernst Cassirer’s Writings,” Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 74, No. 3 (July 
2013), pp. 473-95. For more on Cassirer’s background and historical-social context, see Emily J. Levine, Dreamland 
of Humanists: Warburg, Cassirer, Panofsky, and the Hamburg School (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2013). It is worth noting that Cassirer’s friend and colleague in Hamburg, the art historian and patron Aby Warburg, 
was a long-term patient of Binswanger’s. 
20 Kurt Goldstein, “Health as Value,” in New Knowledge in Human Value, ed. Abraham H. Maslow (New York: 
Harper, 1959), p. 187. 
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close to one another.”21 Cassirer was referring to a series of visits he made to the Institute for 
Research on the After-effects of Brain Injuries (as the Military Hospital for Brain Injured 
Soldiers was renamed soon after the end of World War I) in the mid-1920s in order to witness 
the treatment of aphasic patients administered by Goldstein and his collaborator, the Gestalt 
psychologist Adhémar Gelb. Cassirer’s observations informed the third volume of his 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (1929), especially the chapter entitled “Toward a Pathology of the 
Symbolic Consciousness.” Here he discussed a number of Goldstein’s patients, including the 
well-known case of Johann Schneider, in order to demonstrate the impact of speech on the 
relationship between language and the perceptual world.22 Cassirer concluded his letter to 
Goldstein by paraphrasing Plato: “these problems will not be solved,” he declared, “unless […] 
the physicians decide to turn into philosophers, or the philosophers become physicians.” He 
praised Goldstein for embracing the former route.23 Goldstein apparently agreed with his 
cousin’s characterization; years later he described his “concept of the nature of man” as that of a 
“humanist with an ontological attitude.”24 
                                                
21 Ernst Cassirer, “Two Letters to Kurt Goldstein,” Science in Context, No. 12, Vol. 4 (1999), p. 661. In the same 
letter Cassirer referred to an earlier essay by Goldstein and Gelb, noting that “the essay addresses from the 
psychological point of view a series of problems which I am trying to disentangle from the systematic point of 
view.” ibid. See Kurt Goldstein and Adhémar Gelb, “Über Farbennamenamnesie: Nebst Bemerkungen über das 
Wesen der amnestischen Aphasie überhaupt und die Beziehungen zwischen Sprache und dem Verhalten zur 
Umwelt,” Psychologische Forschung, No. 6 (1924), pp. 127-86. 
22 Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, Vol. III: The Phenomenology of Knowledge, trans. Ralph 
Manheim (New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 1960), pp. 205-33. See especially p. 210, n. 7 and p. 217, n. 9. 
For more on the relationship between Cassirer and Goldstein, see Dieter Nitzgen, “Hidden Legacies: S.H. Foulkes, 
Kurt Goldstein and Ernst Cassirer,” Group Analysis, No. 43 (September 2010), p. 364. The case of Sch is presented 
in Adhémar Gelb and Kurt Goldstein, “Zur Psychologie des optischen Wahrnehmungs- und Erkennungsvorganges 
(Psychologische Analyse hirnpathologischer Fälle auf Grund von Untersuchungen Hirnverletzer, I.), Zeitschrift für 
die gesamte Neurologie und Psychiatrie, Vol. 41 (1918), pp. 1-143.  
23 Cassirer, “Two Letters,” p. 663. Hans Jonas likewise asserted that “Kurt Goldstein is a philosophical scientist 
because he is a true scientist,” before confirming that Goldstein “belongs in the commonwealth of philosophy.” 
Hans Jonas, “Kurt Goldstein and Philosophy,” American Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 19 (1959), pp. 161-2. 
24 Kurt Goldstein, “Reply to Professor Weisskopf,” in New Knowledge in Human Value, ed. Abraham H. Maslow 
(New York: Harper, 1959), p. 248. The title of this essay is an adaptation of Goldstein’s self-description. 
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 Alongside his training in neurophysiology and background in philosophy, the other key 
element in the formation of Goldstein’s unique approach to human biology was Gestalt 
psychology.25 One of the most significant and enduring schools of twentieth-century psychology, 
Gestalt theory emerged around 1910, when the psychologists Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang 
Köhler, and Kurt Koffka began conducting experiments at the Academy of Social and 
Commercial Sciences in Frankfurt.26 Later known collectively as the Berlin school – in part 
because all three founders (as well as Gelb) had studied under the philosopher and psychologist 
Carl Stumpf at the University of Berlin – the Gestaltists held that brains function in an holistic, 
dynamic, and self-organizing manner, a position that put them at odds with the same positivists 
and “machine theorists” whom Goldstein opposed.27 Furthermore, like both Binswanger and 
Goldstein, the Gestaltists adopted a broad interdisciplinary approach to mental functioning, with 
a particular focus on contemporary philosophy.28 
 It would be misleading to claim that Goldstein was straightforwardly “influenced” by 
Gestalt psychology – for one thing, his research was already well underway by the time the ideas 
                                                
25 For a comprehensive, if somewhat dated, survey of the massive literature on Gestalt psychology, see Barry Smith, 
“Gestalt Theory and Its Reception: An Annotated Bibliography,” in Barry Smith and Christian Ehrenfels, ed. 
Foundations of Gestalt Theory (Munich: Philosophia Verlag Gmbh, 1988), pp. 227-478. 
26 Mitchell G. Ash, Gestalt Psychology in German Culture, 1890-1967: Holism and the Quest for Objectivity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 118. See also Ash’s essay in a recent collection on Weimar 
culture: Mitchell G. Ash, “Weimar Psychology: Holistic Visions and Trained Intuitions,” in Weimar Thought: A 
Contested Legacy, ed. Peter E. Gordon and John P. McCormick (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2013), 
pp. 35-54. 
27 The phrase is Köhler’s. See chapter four of Wolfgang Köhler, Gestalt Psychology: An Introduction to New 
Concepts in Modern Psychology (New York: Liveright Publishing, 1947), pp. 100-35. 
28 There were important institutional differences between the relative statuses of, on the one hand, psychiatry 
(Binswanger) and neurology (Goldstein), and, on the other, psychology in fin-de-siècle Germany. Unlike the former, 
which operated within the German higher education system with complete autonomy, psychology was considered 
little more than an empirical handmaiden to philosophy. Psychologists were therefore institutionally tied to, and 
dependent upon, philosophers in a way that psychiatrists and neurologists were not. See ibid., pp. 17-27, 42-50. For 
a contrasting example from the perspective of psychiatry, see chapter two of Eric J. Engstrom, Clinical Psychiatry in 
Imperial Germany: A History of Psychiatric Practice (Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 16-50. 
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of the Berlin school achieved widespread circulation in the late 1910s and early ‘20s – just as it 
is inaccurate to describe Goldstein as a Gestaltist himself.29 Rather, Goldstein’s holistic 
neurology and Gestalt psychology developed in tandem and along parallel lines: both were 
concerned by broadly similar questions regarding the structure and performance of cognitive 
faculties, and both derived answers from experimentation, albeit of a rather different nature. 
Moreover, as Mitchell G. Ash noted in his authoritative study Gestalt Psychology in German 
Culture, there were strong professional and institutional links between Goldstein and the Berlin 
school: Wertheimer, Köhler, and Koffka began conducting their experiments in Frankfurt while 
Goldstein was working nearby as Edinger’s assistant; later, in May 1921, all four founded and 
co-edited the journal Psychologische Forschung along with the Heidelberg psychiatrist Hans 
Gruhle.30 Psychologische Forschung quickly became the central organ for the dissemination of 
Gestalt theory and also published a number of important essays by Goldstein and Gelb.31 
 For all this, however, there were significant differences between the Gestalt psychologists 
and Goldstein. On a very basic level, the Gestaltists, as psychologists, were concerned with the 
perceptual faculties of the mind, whereas Goldstein, as a psychiatrist, dealt with the physiological 
structure of the brain. Despite Goldstein’s close working relationship with Gelb, whom he had 
                                                
29 Textbooks in neuropsychology frequently characterize Goldstein as a Gestaltist or as working in the “Gestalt 
tradition.” See, for example, Susan B. Filskov, Bill H. Grimm, and James A. Lewis, “Brain-Behavior 
Relationships,” in Handbook of Clinical Neuropsychology, ed. Susan B. Filskov and Thomas J. Boll (New York: 
John Wiley & Sons, 1981), p. 49. 
30 Ash, Gestalt Psychology, pp. 216-17. Ash also notes that Gelb, who was serving as co-director of the Frankfurt 
Psychological Institute with Wertheimer at the same time that he was working with Goldstein at the Institute for 
Research on the After-effects of Brain Injuries, joined the editorial board of Psychologische Forschung in 1929, 
following Koffka’s departure for America in 1927. Gelb had been close to the Berlin school since shortly after its 
inception, and had observed some of Koffka’s experiments in Berlin in the mid-1900s. See ibid., pp. 108-9, 120. 
31 Additionally, the field of Gestalt therapy was founded by the husband and wife team of Fritz and Laura Perls, both 
of whom had worked as assistants to Goldstein at the hospital for brain-injured soldiers in Frankfurt. For more on 
the controversial relationship between Gestalt psychology and Gestalt therapy, see Allen R. Barlow, “Gestalt-
Antecedent Influence or Historical Accident?” Gestalt Journal, Vol. IV, No. 2 (Fall 1981).  
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recruited to staff the psychology department attached to the Military Hospital for Brain-Injured 
Soldiers in 1914, the disciplinary divide between Goldstein and the Berlin school became more 
pronounced over time. In a book-length article for the Handbook of Normal and Pathological 
Physiology published in 1927, Goldstein argued that neurologists ought to maintain a certain 
critical distance from the latest developments in psychology, singling out Gestaltism.32 By the 
time Goldstein published The Organism in 1934, he had embraced an holistic methodology 
[Ganzheitsmethode] that emphasized the functioning of the individual in toto, not merely specific 
faculties like vision.33 As he noted in an implicit critique of the Berlin school, “The whole, the 
‘Gestalt’, has always meant to me the whole organism and not the phenomena in one field.”34 
Ironically, the Gestaltists were not “Gestalt enough” for Goldstein.35 
 
The Localizationism-Holism Debate in Historical Perspective  
 
In Cambridge, Goldstein suggested that those gathered to hear his James lectures were living 
through a momentous period in human history. The qualities that had constituted the shared basis 
of thousands of years of Western civilization had, in the matter of a few short years, been 
replaced by a set of values that were openly hostile to the old order. Although advances in 
                                                
32 Kurt Goldstein, “Die Lokalisierung in der Grosshirnrinde,” in Handbuch der Normalen und Pathologischen 
Physiologie, Vol. 10, ed. Albrecht Bethe (Berlin: J. Springer, 1927), pp. 600-842. See esp. pp. 625-50. 
33 See Goldstein, Language, pp. 30-1 for an implicit critique of the Gestaltist’s focus on vision to the neglect of other 
phenomena. 
34 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 285. For more on Goldstein’s relationship with, and critique of, the Berlin school, see 
chapter eight of The Organism – “On Gestalt Psychology and the Theory of the Physical Gestalten” – from which 
this quotation was taken. 
35 See Ash, Gestalt Psychology, pp. 280-2 for an account of the tensions, personal and professional, that arose 
between Goldstein and the Berlin school. See also Harrington, Reenchanted Science, fn. 54 and 55, pp. 255-6. 
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scientific knowledge had brought “immense enrichment,” they also heralded “appalling 
complications in human existence.” “Ultimately,” Goldstein asserted, “the foundations of human 
existence were doubted or shattered altogether. This state of affairs prompted the question: May 
not this disaster have been produced through a false idea of the nature of the human being?”36 
Goldstein’s language pointed the way toward his answer: it was in large part the 
“atomistic method” of the positivists that had “shattered” – by which Goldstein meant 
fragmented or splintered – the Gestalt of human being. “Along with the immense specialization 
of the sciences” that had emerged during the nineteenth century, Goldstein continued, “there 
occurred a marked disintegration of the life of the individual.” The result was a “chaotic state 
which forced the human being into an existence that became more and more unsuited to his 
nature.”37 Paying tribute to the figure in whose honor his lectures were named, Goldstein lauded 
William James as the paradigmatic example of a thinker who had used the “holistic point of 
view” in order to “free human existence from the strait-jacket of merely analyzing, anatomizing, 
and rationalizing” and thereby “disclosed the whole complexity of concrete human existence.”38 
In so doing, James placed himself alongside the likes of Wilhelm Dilthey, Henri Bergson, and 
John Dewey as a forerunner to the tradition of Gestalt psychology that culminated in the holistic 
biology of Goldstein himself. 
 Goldstein’s comments referred to one of the fundamental debates in modern medicine, a 
conflict that, by 1938, he had spent almost two decades attempting to resolve. In the century and 
                                                
36 Goldstein, Human Nature, pp. 3, 8. 
37 ibid., p. 3. See also Goldstein’s comments in Kurt Goldstein, Language and Language Disturbances: Aphasic 
Symptom Complexes and their Significance for Medicine and Theory of Language (New York: Grune & Stratton, 
1948), p. 21. 
38 Goldstein, Human Nature, p. 5. 
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a half prior to Goldstein’s lectures, Europe had been riven by two opposing views of 
neurological functioning known as localizationism and holism.39 Like atomism, localizationism 
had emerged from mechanism, a materialist description of biological functioning that was 
especially popular among seventeenth-century natural philosophers like Descartes and Hobbes. 
Descartes provided a succinct summary of the mechanist position in his posthumously published 
“Treatise on Man”: 
 
I should like you to consider […] all the functions I have ascribed to this machine – such as the 
digestion of food, the beating of the heart and arteries, the nourishment and growth of the limbs 
[…]. I should like you to consider that these functions follow from the mere arrangement of the 
machine’s organs every bit as naturally as the movements of a clock or other automaton follow 
from the arrangement of its counter-weights and wheels.40 
  
 One of the earliest proponents of a localizationist conception of the brain was the Austrian 
neuroanatomist Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828), best known today as the founder of modern 
phrenology.41 Gall argued that fixed (physical) surface areas of the brain were responsible for 
mental capacities – speech, memory, motor coordination, etc. – and that these areas operated in 
                                                
39 The localizationism-holism debate is sometimes more colloquially known as the debate between “splitters” and 
“lumpers.” See Oliver Sacks, “Foreword,” in Kurt Goldstein, The Organism: A Holistic Approach to Biology 
Derived from Pathological Data in Man (New York: Zone Books, 1995), p. 7. 
40 René Descartes, “Treatise on Man,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. I, trans. John Cottingham, 
Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 108. For an exemplary 
study of the applications of mechanism in modernity, see Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, 
and the Origins of Modernity (New York: Basic Books, 1990). See also Timothy Lenoir, The Strategy of Life: 
Teleology and Mechanics in Nineteenth-Century German Biology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) and 
Peter Hanns Reill, Vitalizing Nature in the Enlightenment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). 
41 For more on Gall and the creation of phrenology, see Anne Harrington, Medicine, Mind, and the Double Brain 
(Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1987) and Robert M. Young, Mind, Brain and Adaptation in the 
Nineteenth Century: Cerebral Localization and Its Biological Context from Gall to Ferrier (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), pp. 9-37. 
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isolation from one another.42 Gall’s views were strongly opposed by the Catholic Church and his 
lectures were banned by the Holy Roman Emperor Franz II in 1801. Condemned as a 
“mechanist,” Gall defended his position in a letter to the Viennese censor Joseph von Retzer 
published in the influential Enlightenment journal Der neue Teutsche Merkur. The faculties of 
the brain, he wrote, “are not only distinct and independent of the propensities, but also the 
faculties among themselves, and the propensities among themselves, are essentially distinct and 
independent: they ought, consequently, to have their seat in parts of the brain distinct and 
independent of each other.”43 
 Gall’s position met with fierce resistance and accusations that his conclusions were 
speculative: in 1815 the British anatomist John Gordon, writing in the Edinburgh Review, 
condemned his ideas as “thorough quackery from beginning to end.”44 In 1825, the French 
Academy of Science appointed the physiologist Marie Jean Pierre Flourens (1794-1867) to settle 
the matter. Although Gall and Flourens are commonly portrayed as implacable foes, Flourens’s 
conclusions, based on experiments primarily conducted on pigeons, endorsed a number of Gall’s 
claims. While confirming that certain functions were located in the cerebral hemispheres 
(perception, judgment) or the cerebellum (motor coordination), Flourens was unable to specify 
particular areas within those regions. More importantly, he was unable to find the areas that 
governed higher-order faculties like memory and cognition. After removing specific sections of 
                                                
42 Heidi L. Roth and Kenneth M. Heilman, “Aphasia: A Historical Perspective,” in Aphasia and Language: Theory 
to Practice, ed. Stephen E. Nadeau, Leslie J. Gonzalez Rothi, and Bruce Crosson (London: The Guilford Press, 
2000), p. 5. 
43 François Joseph Gall, quoted in Winslow Lewis Jr., “Biography of Dr. Gall,” in François Joseph Gall, On the 
Origin of the Moral Qualities and Intellectual Faculties of Man, and the Condition of their Manifestation, Vol. I, 
trans. Winslow Lewis Jr. (Boston, MA.: Marsh, Capen & Lyon, 1835), p. 10. Original entirely in italics. 
44 John Gordon, quoted in Stanley Finger, Minds Behind the Brain: A History of the Pioneers and their Discoveries 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 134. 
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the pigeons’ brains and finding that they could still perform the same functions – albeit in an 
increasingly enervated manner – Flourens concluded that the cerebrum’s role was to govern the 
holistic functioning of mental capacities.45 Based on these results, Flourens concluded that 
topographical diagnosis at the level of specificity proposed by Gall could not be confirmed. 
 The matter, however, was far from settled: in 1861, the French anatomist and 
anthropologist Pierre Paul Broca (1824-1880) identified a specific area of the frontal lobe of the 
left hemisphere – the posterior inferior frontal gyrus, now known as Broca’s area – that played 
an important role in the production of language, especially speech. Injuries to this area – for 
example, the lesion suffered by Broca’s patient Leborgne, nicknamed “Tan” on account of his 
inability to intelligibly pronounce any word other than “tan” – led to a type of speech impairment 
known as expressive (or sometimes Broca’s) aphasia, in which the individual is unable to 
produce coherent language.46 Broca’s discovery provided the first confirmation of brain function 
lateralization, the theory that the left and right hemispheres of the brain are responsible for 
discrete and specialized neurological functions, something that Gall was unable to prove and for 
which Flourens could find no evidence. In 1873, Goldstein’s teacher Wernicke furthered Broca’s 
research by identifying specific areas of the brain, known as “cerebral centers,” that governed 
higher functions.47 Of particular significance, Wernicke located an area of the brain – the 
posterior superior frontal gyrus of the left hemisphere, commonly known as Wernicke’s area – 
that was responsible for the comprehension or intelligibility of language. Injuries to Wernicke’s 
                                                
45 ibid., pp. 6-7. 
46 Tan has recently been identified as Louis Victor Leborgne. See Cezary W. Domanski, “Mysterious ‘Monsieur 
Leborgne’: The Mystery of the First Patient in the History of Neurology is Explained,” Journal of the History of the 
Neurosciences: Basic and Clinical Perspectives, Vol. 22, No. 1 (Jan. 2013), pp. 47-52. 
47 Ash, Gestalt Psychology, p. 277. For a comprehensive overview of Wernicke’s discoveries and their reception, 
see Marc Jeannerod, The Brain Machine: The Development of Neurophysiological Thought, trans. David Urion 
(Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1985). 
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area could result in receptive aphasia, a condition in which patients were unable to understand 
the written or spoken language of others (in contrast to expressive aphasia, which governed the 
production of language by the patient).48 
 As a result of these discoveries, by the close of the nineteenth century, the localization-
holism debate appeared to have been decisively settled in favor of the localizationists.49 In the 
words of the pioneering German psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin, writing in 1918, 
 
The highly visible, intricate structure of the brain, and especially the cerebral cortex [...] indicate, 
with growing certainty, that differences in the structure of individual parts of the brain and their 
arrangement [within the brain] correspond to differences of performance. In other words: we 
have every reason to suppose that the brain is composed of myriad individual tools and machines 
[Unzahl von Einzelwerkzeugen und –maschinen], all of which have particular significance for the 
realization of overall performance.50 
 
Or, as Freud put it two years later when delineating his topographical conception of the mind, “It 
will be seen that there is nothing daringly new in these assumptions; we have merely adopted the 
                                                
48 Receptive aphasia is sometimes also known as Wernicke’s or fluent aphasia. 
49 See Goldstein’s summary of the field in The Organism, pp. 203-4: “So strong was the suggestion that emanated 
from these brain maps, with regard to topographical diagnosis, so eminent were they in medical practice, that most 
investigators had not the slightest doubt that the research was on the right track. Until about one or two decades ago 
[i.e. prior to 1934], the tenor of the entire literature was, in general, one of extreme assurance. […] Today, one 
cannot read this survey without deploring the enormous but mostly futile scholarship that these attempts represent.” 
See also Kurt Goldstein, “The Modifications of Behavior Consequent to Cerebral Lesions,” Psychiatric Quarterly, 
Vol. 10 (1936), p. 586; and Goldstein, “Notes,” pp. 1-12. 
50 Emil Kraepelin, Ziele und Wege der psychiatrischen Forschung (Berlin: J. Springer, 1918), p. 11. 
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views on localization held by cerebral anatomy, which locates the ‘seat’ of consciousness in the 
cerebral cortex.”51 
 But in the years immediately prior to World War I, a number of physicians, including the 
Parisian neurologist Pierre Marie and the Russian-Swiss neuropathologist Constantin von 
Monakow, began to challenge the hegemony of the localizationist position.52 In a 1909 case 
study written at the clinic of Hugo Liepmann, a prominent cerebral localizationist and former 
assistant to Wernicke, Goldstein had also produced results that appeared to call into question the 
validity of localizationism.53 Although he is commonly depicted a straightforward holist, 
Goldstein’s work can more accurately be understood as an attempt to reconcile the two poles of 
the debate.54 Despite his comments in the James lectures, Goldstein did not reject atomism 
outright, but neither did he accept it as a sufficient account of neurological functioning. Many of 
his conclusions were in accordance with the basic tenets of localizationists like Wernicke.55 For 
one thing, he was absolutely insistent that particular neurological functions originate in specific 
regions of the brain: 
                                                
51 Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XVIII (1920-1922): Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Group Psychology 
and Other Works (London: The Hogarth Press, 1964), p. 24. 
52 See chapter three of Harrington, Reenchanted Science, pp. 72-102 for an excellent interpretation of Monakow’s 
contribution to neuropathology. For a firsthand account, see Constantin von Monakow, Die Lokalisation im 
Grosshirn und der Abbau der Funktion durch kortikale Herde (Wiesbaden: J.F. Bergmann, 1914). Goldstein singled 
out Monakow’s contribution to undermining the localizationist position in Language and Language Disturbances: 
“Particularly after the criticism of von Monakow, based on his enormous knowledge, and my own discussion of this 
problem […], it hardly seemed possible to maintain the classic theory of localization.” Goldstein, Language, p. 45. 
See ibid., pp. 105-6 for Goldstein’s ambivalent comments on Marie. 
53 Ash, Gestalt Psychology, p. 277. 
54 For the most convincing account of Goldstein as a holist, see Harrington, Reenchanted Science, pp. 140-74. See 
also B. Holdorff, “Founding Years of Clinical Neurology in Berlin Until 1933,” Journal of the History of the 
Neurosciences, Vol. 13, No. 3 (2004), p. 230. 
55 Goldstein wrote that Wernicke had taught him about “the interrelation between matter and function,” which led 
him to a “psychological interpretation of the symptoms of nervous diseases,” a crucial step in the development of his 




We find in wide circles today at least great skepticism toward the customary localization theory. 
But we cannot content ourselves with this skepticism and with a rejection of any attempt to form 
a concept of the differential significance of the various parts of the brain for different 
psychological functions. We cannot simply regard the mental activity as the expression of a 
functioning of the total cortex.56 
Moreover, as a basic procedure for gathering empirical information, atomism was indispensible. 
As Goldstein put it in his first William James Lecture, “For us there is no doubt that the atomistic 
method is the only legitimate scientific procedure for gaining facts. Knowledge of human nature 
has to be based on phenomena disclosed in this way.”57  
The problem was that atomism represented the limit of many scientists’ epistemological 
horizon. Too many researchers, Goldstein charged, were content with the “accumulation of 
piecemeal data without any attempt at explanatory hypotheses.”58 Discrete facts, though central 
to the work of scientific and medical inquiry, are necessarily limited: “We do not regard the 
particular data as mere appearance but as something that pertains to the reality of the whole 
organism, although it is insufficient for the direct cognition of that.”59 The insufficiency of 
isolated empirical data stemmed from Goldstein’s belief that the functions of a given organism 
are interconnected in ways that individual facts cannot reveal. Far from speaking for themselves, 
facts are only intelligible as part of a wider interpretive framework. Given this, Goldstein held 
that it was “an important scientific task to decide in every case what kind of a fact an observed 
                                                
56 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 204. 
57 Goldstein, Human Nature, p. 9; see also p. 231. 
58 ibid., p. 32. 
59 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 315. Emphasis added. 
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phenomenon represents.”60 In this sense, Goldstein’s working methodology can almost be 
described as hermeneutical, an ongoing dialectical process in which discrete facts are fitted into a 
wider biological framework that slowly revises itself on the basis of those facts.61 As he put it in 
later in his career, “The knowledge we need can be comprehended only by a special mental 
procedure which I have characterized as a creative activity, based on empirical data, by which 
the ‘nature’ comes, as a Gestalt, increasingly within the reach of our experience.”62 
Rather than relentlessly pursuing “unrelated facts,” Goldstein insisted that scientists 
ought to be “concerned with the question of what light this material throws on the performances 
of the organism; whether or not it impels us to regard the organism as a whole, and if so, how we 
arrive at a conception of the ‘whole’, as represented in this organism.”63 The goal of science, in 
other words, was to interpret and evaluate, not merely to classify. This is especially true of 
biology, a field in which “every action concerns the whole.” Ultimately, Goldstein charged, the 
task of determining the significance of a given fact necessitated an holistic approach: “Biological 
descriptions must exhibit definite qualitative organization. The symbol must have the character 
of a ‘Gestalt’.”64 Because of the limitations of their methodological perspective, atomistic 
scientists and physicians were unwilling – indeed, unable – to conceive of the kinds of holistic 
frameworks that could bring meaning to isolated empirical data.  
                                                
60 ibid., p. 28. 
61 See Goldstein’s reference to the “dialectical procedure of cognition” in Human Nature, p. 224. 
62 Goldstein, “Notes,” p. 11. 
63 Goldstein, Human Nature, p. 32; Goldstein, The Organism, p. 67. 
64 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 315. See also a similar comment in ibid., p. 205: “One is too readily inclined to 
evaluate anatomical differences only quantitatively, which is certainly incorrect.” 
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The combination of Goldstein’s strict adherence to the idea that individual data 
constitutes the basic building blocks of scientific knowledge and his equally emphatic belief that 
isolated facts can yield no certainties about the thing they purport to represent pointed to a 
singular conclusion: the task of contemporary science was to construct an interpretive framework 
within which discrete facts could be made intelligible. The German title of The Organism - Der 
Aufbau des Organismus - hinted at Goldstein’s intentions. Missing from the English translation 
of the title is the “constructedness” suggested by Aufbau; a more complete translation might be 
“The Structure” or “The Assembly” of the Organism. But even these translations fail to 
accurately disclose the sense of “upbuilding” – “a manifest building up from simple elements to 
all higher forms,” in Peter Galison’s words – conveyed by Aufbau, or the cultural context within 
which the term gained its significance.65 As Galison’s analysis of the philosophical beliefs 
underpinning the world view of the logical positivists of the Vienna Circle and the architects 
associated with the Bauhaus movement demonstrated, the language of Aufbau connoted a 
specifically holist conception of life in Weimar Mitteleuropa.66 The German logician Rudolf 
Carnap gave expression to the Aufbau Weltanschauung in his October 1929 lecture “The Logical 
Construction of the World,” delivered at the Bauhaus campus in Dessau: “There is only one 
Science (‘Unified Science’), not separate subjects.”67 A near-identical notion of creating 
something new and different – a whole that lies beyond an entity’s constituent parts, or what 
                                                
65 Peter Galison, “Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical Positivism and Architectural Modernism,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 16, 
No. 4 (Summer 1990), p. 710. 
66 See especially Galison’s masterful comparison between Adolf Loos’ Ornament and Crime and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (“Wittgenstein had written a kind of Metaphysics and Crime, with 
philosophy acting as the police.”) and his analysis of the language of building within the latter. ibid., pp. 725-6. 




Max Wertheimer called “and-sums” [Und-Summen] – governed Gestalt psychology.68 The 
Organism and its German title firmly aligned Goldstein with the philosophical mission of both 
Aufbau movement and the Gestaltists. 
 
 
The Normal and the Pathological: Goldstein’s Resolution of the Localizationism-Holism Debate 
 
From a neurological perspective, the devastation of World War I provided Goldstein with the 
opportunity he needed to construct a framework within which the tensions between 
localizationism and holism could be resolved into a unified conception of life. Over a seventeen-
year period at the Military Hospital for Brain-Injured Soldiers and its postwar successor, 
Goldstein and Gelb attended to approximately 2,000 patients with war-related skull and brain 
injuries, 90-100 of whom were under Goldstein’s continuous observation for the duration of their 
treatment.69 The hospital consisted of a ward for medical treatment, a “physiological and 
psychological laboratory for special examination of the patients,” and facilities for retraining 
patients in specific occupations.70 Goldstein described his “major activity” at the hospital as 
being “directed toward rehabilitation of the brain-injured in all physical and psychic aspects.”71  
                                                
68 Max Wertheimer, “Untersuchungen zur Lehre von der Gestalt, I. Prinizipielle Bemerkungen,” Psychologische 
Forschung, Vol. 1 (1921), pp. 48-55. See Ash, “Weimar Psychology,” p. 39. 
69 Kurt Goldstein, After-effects of Brain Injuries In War: The Application of Psychologic Methods in the Clinic (New 
York: Grune & Stratton, 1942), p. 13. Goldstein and Gelb published their initial findings in 1919 under the title Die 
Behandlung, Fürsorge und Begutachtung hirnverletzer Soldaten (Leipzig: F.C.W. Vogel, 1919). 
70 Goldstein, “Notes,” p. 6. 
71 Goldstein, “Autobiography,” p. 149. For more details on the organization of Goldstein’s hospital see Goldstein, 
“Notes,” p. 6. 
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 As a result of their work during the war, Goldstein and Gelb came to see the “‘atomistic’ 
concept of the organism” – of which localizationism was a paradigmatic example – as an 
incomplete account of both neurological functioning and human biology more generally.72 The 
brain, they concluded, was a whole that actively compensated for the loss of functionality in one 
area by, in effect, redirecting resources from other areas. Although the compensatory process 
could not restore full functionality to the affected faculty, it did allow for the maintenance of 
some degree of operative capacity, often in the most extreme of injuries. The result was a 
dynamic system in which injuries to one part of the brain – the speech function, say – caused an 
associative loss of capacity in other, apparently discrete, functions without either function being 
fully lost.73 
 Goldstein and Gelb’s work had far-reaching implications for the localization-holism 
debate. On the one hand, they argued that the brain does possess the character of a Gestalt: rather 
than occurring in isolation from each other, specific cognitive processes build up to form a unity 
that is radically different from the bare sum of its parts. Moreover, organisms as a whole possess 
a reality – an “intrinsic nature” – that exists beyond “the sum of [their] physical and mental 
capacities.”74 As Goldstein put it in his co-authored “Case of Idiot Savant,” “The function and 
development of the endowment depends upon the organization of the person as a whole. […] 
Neither can we treat the various capacities of an individual as a ‘sum’ disregarding how they are 
functionally interwoven.”75 On the other hand, cognitive processes are specific – that is to say, 
                                                
72 Goldstein, Language, p. 21. 
73 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 43. See also Goldstein, After-effects, pp. 70-80. 
74 Goldstein, “Health as Value,” p. 179. 
75 Martin Scheerer, Eva Rothmann, and Kurt Goldstein, “A Case of ‘Idiot Savant’: An Experimental Study of 
Personality Organization,” Psychological Monographs, Vol. 58, No. 4 (1945), p. 34. 
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fixed regions of the brain govern particular capacities. When injuries of the type and severity that 
Goldstein and Gelb treated in Frankfurt occur, the holistic quality of the brain dissolves into its 
constituent parts. Goldstein summarized his approach in an article on lesions of the cerebellum 
published in 1936: 
 
Real comprehension can only come if we regard the single part as a part of the brain as a whole 
and the symptoms as performances of the brain deprived of one certain part. Thus, each theory 
of the function of one part is only possible in the frame of a theory of the brain and, further, of 
the organism as a whole. Only then, we are able to characterize the particular significance of one 
single part, that is, its significance in the performances of the whole organism.76 
 
 After more than a century of controversy, Goldstein and Gelb had provided the answer that 
eluded their predecessors. The localizationists were correct, but only up to a certain point: 
organisms can be understood atomistically, but only under circumstances of injury. 
Localizationism is a description of the neurology of trauma and recuperation; isolated brain 
processes only “show up” – to borrow the phenomenological language to which Goldstein was 
deeply indebted – in moments of crisis. The cognitive functioning of healthy organisms, on the 
other hand, proceeds holistically, with component elements integrating to form a seamless 
whole. Wernicke and his colleagues had mistaken the localized functioning that occurs in cases 
of pathology for the norm.77 This was an easy mistake to make: after all, as neurologists, they 
tended to encounter brains that were already in various states of injury and disease – the sample, 
in other words, was skewed. Thanks to his program of long-term treatment, however, Goldstein 
                                                
76 Kurt Goldstein, “The Function of the Cerebellum from a Clinical Standpoint,” Journal of Nervous and Mental 
Disease, Vol. 83, No. 1 (Jan., 1936), p. 11. My emphasis. 
77 See Kurt Goldstein, “Über Aphasie,” in Neurologische und Psychiatrische Abhandlungen aus dem Schweizer 
Archiv für Neurologie und Psychiatrie, ed. Constantin von Monakow (Zürich: Orell Füssli, 1927), p. 18. 
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had access to a wider variety of neurological phenomena; as he and his collaborators on “Case 
Lanuti” noted with reference to the brain cortex “The changes in behavior produced by the 
destruction of the cortex (through injury, disease, or toxic processes) can best be understood as 
de-differentiation from more complex processes to simpler ones.”78 Atomism is the neurological 
state of exception.  
 Martin Heidegger made a similar point about the functioning of everyday objects in his 
seminal 1929 work Being and Time. Heidegger argued that it is only when equipment 
malfunctions in some way – when a given object is no longer “ready-to-hand,” to use his 
terminology – that it stands out from the context in which it regularly functions and discloses 
itself. “When something ready-to-hand is found missing,” Heidegger writes, “though its 
everyday presence has been so obvious that we have never taken any notice of it, this makes a 
break in those referential contexts which circumspection discovers. […] The environment 
announces itself afresh.”79 In the years prior to writing Being and Time, Heidegger had been 
reading widely in contemporary biology, especially Jakob von Uexküll (discussed further 
below), and was also acquainted with Gelb and his work; it is plausible to suggest that 
Heidegger’s understanding of the phenomenological significance of instances of breakdown for 
the intelligibility of an environment was at least in part derived from the biological literature of 
the day.80 
                                                
78 Eugenia Hanfmann, Maria Rickers-Ovsiankina, and Kurt Goldstein, “Case Lanuti: Extreme Concretization of 
Behavior Due to Damage of the Brain Cortex,” Psychological Monographs, Vol. 57, No. 4 (1944), p. 1. 
79 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 105/75. 
80 For Heidegger’s commentary on Uexküll, see Part Two of Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of 
Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans. William McNeill and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington, IN.: University 
of Indiana Press, 2001), esp. pp. 257-73. Commenting on Gelb after a chance meeting in May 1932, Heidegger 
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Catastrophe Neurology: The Organism and the Medicalization of Anxiety 
 
Though groundbreaking in its attempted resolution of the dispute between localizationists and 
holists, the schematic description of neurological functioning outlined above fails to capture the 
severity of the patient’s subjective and objective – to use Goldstein’s terms – experience of 
injury and recovery. The integrated adaptive process identified by Goldstein and Gelb is the 
result of a lengthy and challenging process of habituation on the part of the patient to a radically 
altered mental and physical reality. The paradigmatic psychosomatic manifestation of adaptation 
is anxiety. The twin processes of adaptation and anxiety are the primary subjects of The 
Organism, the text that represents the culmination of Goldstein’s “views on the organization and 
functions of the central nervous system from the ‘holistic approach’.”81 
 The Organism was composed in the midst of a particularly tumultuous and, no doubt, 
anxiety-inducing period in Goldstein’s life. On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed 
Reich Chancellor of Germany by a weakened President Hindenburg. By this time, Goldstein was 
the director of the newly founded Department of Neurology at Moabit Hospital in Berlin, a 
position he had taken up in 1930.82 As both a long-term member of the Union of Socialist 
Doctors and a Jewish scientist in an increasingly radicalized profession, Goldstein had good 
reason to fear the rise of Hitler and the National Socialists. His concerns were quickly confirmed: 
on March 21, 1933, the Völkischer Beobachter – the official newspaper of the Nazi Party 
(NSDAP) – published an article denouncing the “Jewish infestation” of Berlin’s hospitals, 
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singling out Moabit for particular condemnation.83 On April 1, SA troops arrived at Moabit and 
arrested the physicians named in the Völkischer Beobachter article. Goldstein was beaten, 
arrested, and briefly imprisoned in a concentration camp on General-Pape-Strasse, where he was 
subjected to floggings.84 
 After a week, Goldstein was released from prison on the condition that he permanently 
leave Germany.85 He went first to Switzerland, where he began making arrangements to emigrate 
to America and helped found the Emergency Society of German Learning, an organization that 
assisted displaced German scholars. Goldstein then took up a temporary position at the 
University of Amsterdam’s Pharmacological Institute while waiting for his U.S. visa to arrive. It 
was in Amsterdam that Goldstein apparently dictated the entirety of The Organism over an 
intense five-week period.86 In 1935, with support from the Emergency Committee in Aid of 
Displaced Foreign Scholars and the Rockefeller Foundation, Goldstein emigrated to the United 
States, the country in which he would spend the rest of his life. Joining a number of other émigré 
European intellectuals at Columbia he began amending Der Aufbau des Organismus, publishing 
an English translation in 1939. The work quickly found an audience among a new generation of 
American neurologists and psychiatrists, although its overall legacy, like that of Goldstein 
himself, has been mixed.87 The Organism enjoyed a positive reception in Europe, and especially 
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France, with figures like Georges Canguilhem – whose seminal text The Normal and the 
Pathological is deeply indebted to Goldstein – and the phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
among those inspired by Goldstein’s holistic vision of health.88 
In The Organism, Goldstein contends that anxiety, as he put it elsewhere, is an 
“expression of the struggle of the changed organism to cope with [a] defect, and to meet the 
demands of a milieu with which it is no longer equipped to deal.”89 Goldstein’s language here 
reflects the phenomenological basis of his concept of environment – what he, following the 
Estonian-German zoologist Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944), refers to as milieu.90 Although 
Goldstein tends to elide Uexküll’s rigorous distinction between environment and milieu, often 
deploying the terms interchangeably, he acknowledges that there is an important difference 
between the two: “We must make a clear distinction between the surrounding world, in which 
the organism is located, and the milieu that represents only a part of the world – that part that is 
adequate to it, that is, that allows for the described relationship between the organism and its 
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environment.”91 In other words, the environment is the “objective” world within which all 
organisms operate, whereas the milieu is each organism’s subjective perception and practical 
experience of that environment. Or, in Uexküll’s vivid description, “in the world of a fly, we see 
only fly things; in the world of a sea urchin, only sea urchin things.”92 What determines the 
milieu is the performative capacity of a given organism within a given environment: central to 
Goldstein’s phenomenology of pathology is the belief that the milieu of a healthy organism will 
look fundamentally different to that of a sick organism. 
Goldstein held that organisms are faced with two possible “basic classes [of] total 
behavior”: ordered and disordered. He defined an ordered situation as one in which “responses 
appear to be constant, correct, adequate to the organism to which they belong, […] that is, the 
course of behavior has a definitive order, a total pattern in which all involved organismic factors 
– the mental and the somatic down to the physicochemical processes – participate in a fashion 
appropriate to the performance in question.” Ordered behavior is the default situation for most 
organisms under most circumstances. But order does not suggest stagnation: the milieu of an 
organism in an ordered situation is not “something definite and static but is continuously forming 
commensurably with the development of the organism and its activity.”93  
In a disordered state, the organism loses the ability to adapt itself to the changing 
circumstances of its milieu. Disordered behavior occurs when an organism’s capacities undergo 
a drastic change, almost always a reduction due to injury, as in case of the neurologically 
impaired soldiers Goldstein treated in his hospital in Frankfurt. As a result of their injuries, these 
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 191 
patients were unable to “participate [in their milieu] in a fashion appropriate to the performance 
in question.” Although the soldiers’ injuries imposed no material change on the objective 
environment they inhabited – my losing a limb has no impact on the physical configuration of 
the world around me – the performative limitations resulting from their impairments drastically 
altered their milieux. Where previously a given soldier had found himself equal to his milieu, 
now he struggled to complete challenges that were once second-nature. When an organism is 
confronted with a milieu to which it is no longer adequate, Goldstein writes, “the individual feels 
himself unfree, buffeted, and vacillating. He experiences a shock affecting not only his own 
person, but the surrounding world as well. He is in that condition that we usually call anxiety.”94 
Goldstein is careful to differentiate anxiety from the physiological response to fear and 
danger (he uses the terms interchangeably). In an apparent restatement of Heidegger’s distinction 
between anxiety and fear/danger, he writes that, “anxiety does not arise every time one’s self is 
endangered. Pain may endanger us but not necessarily bring anxiety with it. Pain is not 
necessarily accompanied always by a negative affective state or tone. […] Anxiety, on the other 
hand, is always negatively accentuated.” Invoking the language that Binswanger had explored in 
his short work On the Flight of Ideas (1933), published one year prior to the German edition of 
The Organism, Goldstein declared that whereas “in the state of fear, we have an object in front of 
us that we can ‘meet’, that we can attempt to remove, or from which we can flee,” in a state of 
anxiety the only thing we can do is “flee […] without knowing where to go, because we 
experience it as coming from no particular place. This flight [Flucht] is sometimes successful 
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[…] but it usually fails: anxiety remains with us.”95 Without a clear object from which to flee, 
the path away from anxiety remains obscured until the organism adapts to its new milieu. 
Goldstein provided a number of case studies of disordered behavior and resultant anxiety 
in his 1942 work After-effects of Brain Injuries In War.96 In one example, a patient with a lesion 
of the frontal lobe was presented with a basic arithmetical problem. In keeping with the nature of 
his injury, he was unable to complete the task.97 The patient’s level of agitation quickly escalated 
out of proportion to the problem at hand: “He looks dazed, changes color, becomes agitated, 
anxious, starts to fumble, his pulse becomes irregular; a moment before amiable, he is now 
sullen, evasive, exhibits temper, or even become[s] aggressive.” Goldstein reported that these 
reactions occurred without the patient’s knowledge; the responses were, in other words, 
automatic rather than conscious. By contrast, when the patient was presented with a task that he 
could perform, his reaction complex differed markedly: “He looks animated and pleased, is 
steady and collected, interested, co-operative; he is ‘all there’.”98 What accounts for the different 
reactions is less the patient’s active sense of failure or frustration than his experience of being out 
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of sync with his milieu. The transition from an ordered state to disordered behavior (and back 
again) has nothing to do with the objective status of the patient’s impairment: the injury and its 
consequences remain – “the pathological condition […] is not improved” – but what changes is 
the patient’s subjective response to its environment.99 
If a patient in a disordered condition is confronted by an environment to which it is 
especially inadequate, however, the result is what Goldstein terms a state of catastrophe, which 
can best be classified as a particular and particularly severe type of disordered behavior. In 
keeping with his early schooling in both neo-Kantianism and Gestalt psychology, Goldstein 
employed an aesthetic rather than mechanistic vocabulary in his description of catastrophic 
states: when rapid changes to the milieu overwhelm an organism, the result is “disorderly, 
disharmonious, defective performances, climaxing in catastrophic situations with all their 
concomitants, particularly anxiety.”100 Catastrophic reactions exhibit “symptoms of disordered 
functioning of the whole organism”; more than merely “inadequate,” the organism’s behavior 
becomes “disordered, inconstant, inconsistent, and embedded in physical and mental shock.”101 
The result is a “drastic shrinkage of one’s world.”102 
Although both healthy and sick organisms are susceptible to states of catastrophe – 
inadequate situations are not an exclusively pathological phenomenon – they are a far greater 
threat to the sick, who lack the cognitive and emotional flexibility required to restore order.103 
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Goldstein illustrated the vulnerability of the sick to catastrophic states with the example of a 
patient whose friend went to the cinema to see a movie; because the patient had already seen the 
movie, the friend didn’t invite him, going instead with another man. But upon the friend’s return, 
Goldstein’s patient “was in the greatest excitement and refused to speak to him.” From that 
moment on, the patient regarded his former friend as an enemy. Goldstein explained the patient’s 
curious behavior by noting that he lacked the mental flexibility to take the abstract elements of 
the situation – his having already seen the movie – into account: “The patient felt his loneliness 
and dropped into a catastrophic situation of confusion and anxiety.”104 
The anxiety that accompanies the organism’s decline into a catastrophic state is 
especially devastating. In language reminiscent of Heidegger’s account of anxiety in his 1927 
work Being and Time, Goldstein states that the pathologically anxious organism “experiences a 
breaking down or dissolution of the world and a shattering of his own self.” The consequence of 
such a dissolution is literally transformative: the patient does not “have” anxiety – “the patient 
‘is’ or personifies anxiety.”105 The German is, if anything, even more emphatic, declaring that 
“the patient is pure anxiety” [Der Kranke ist ein weiter gar nicht zu beschreibendes Sein: 
Angst].106 Anxiety thus comes to constitute the very grounds of the patient’s being: he cannot 
“have” anxiety because, experienced subjectively, anxiety has no object to possess; rather, he 
becomes anxiety, estranged from his “real nature.” “This shock, in terms of subjective 
experience, is what we call anxiety,” Goldstein concluded.107 Goldstein had previously 
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articulated the possessive nature of anxiety in his 1927 essay on “The Problem of Anxiety”: “The 
anxiety of the sick has no content, has no object. The patient, we may say, does not experience 
anxiety in the face of a particular thing, he experiences the unsettledness of his personality as 
anxiety.”108 Experienced phenomenologically, anxiety can be said to have captured the essence 
of the patient’s experience of itself and its milieu. 
Understandably, patients will go to almost any length to avoid falling into a state of 
catastrophe, even if it means drastically altering their behavior. “To avoid this anxiety,” 
Goldstein writes, “the patient clings tenaciously to the order which is adequate for him, but 
which appears abnormally primitive, rigid and compulsive to normal people.”109 In one particular 
instance, Goldstein presented a patient suffering from a cerebral lesion with a simple arithmetical 
problem. Although the patient was capable of solving the problems – he had memorized the 
answer prior to his injury – he was paralyzed by the fear of providing an incorrect answer: “The 
patient’s failure to act, to do anything at all, springs from his feeling of apprehension, of 
uneasiness about the result he might reach: he is afraid that a wrong result will get him into a 
catastrophic situation.”110 As Goldstein explained in a Scientific American article concerning 
prefrontal lobotomies, the goal of sick organisms (or their caregivers) is to arrange their day-to-
day existence in such a way as to avoid the kinds of situations that can eventuate in catastrophe: 
“In the sheltered, simple life that the patients live with their families, they are not often 
confronted with tasks that can be fulfilled only by abstract reasoning.”111 Although the result of 
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such efforts is a highly circumscribed and artificially regulated existence, it is still preferable to 
catastrophic anxiety. 
In “Case Lanuti,” Goldstein and his co-authors provided a compelling example of the 
psychological contortions brain-injured patients can undergo in order to maintain order in the 
face of potential catastrophe. “Lanuti” was an Italian grocer who had emigrated to America in 
1912, aged approximately 20 (his exact date of birth was unknown). In December 1932, four 
years after a car accident that resulted in permanent muscular weakness, Lanuti fell down a flight 
of stairs while carrying a bag of flour. After suffering from hallucinations and experiencing 
changes to his personality, he was committed to Worcester State Hospital in July 1933. Lanuti’s 
psychological evaluation began in October of the same year and lasted until late 1935, with 
check-ups occurring until 1942.112 The tests carried out by the physicians “revealed defects of 
such intensity that in their light even the most trivial accomplishments of the patient, such as his 
ability to conform to the hospital routine, appeared astonishing.” Lanuti’s case, the authors 
wrote, provided a “striking demonstration of what a mature human organism is like when it is 
deprived of the functions that may be considered unique human beings [sic].”113 
One of the distinguishing features of Lanuti’s injury was a pronounced difficulty in 
discerning the function of objects that had been removed from their natural context. In particular, 
he struggled to recognize pictorial representations of every day objects, often confusing them 
with objects of a similar type. In one instance, Goldstein and his associates recorded Lanuti’s 
response to a picture of a bicycle: “‘Train…You see: bell dong! Me go away to Boston – 
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express!’ Lanuti makes a sweeping gesture with his arm indicating the motion of the train.” 
Lanuti’s mimicry of the perceived function of the object was one of a number of strategies he 
developed in order to help him identify a given object. Other strategies included manipulating 
the picture to examine it from different angles and distances and tracing the outline of the object 
with his finger. Although, as in the case of the bicycle, Lanuti frequently misidentified the 
objects, his behavior, while unusual to the outside observer, formed part of a coping mechanism 
designed to avoid a descent into complete disorder. As the authors noted, “recognition of 
pictured objects is no longer an immediate simple automatized process for the patient, but a 
laborious task often consisting of several steps. […] The resulting interpretation is more often 
false than correct, but its relation to some aspect of the presented picture is always 
discernible.”114 
Although the kinds of strategies developed by Lanuti could limit (without ever 
guaranteeing against) a patient’s exposure to states of catastrophe, the consequence of such a 
limited existence – of the effort to avoid the anxiety that follows from catastrophe – results in 
what Goldstein refers to as the reduction of self-actualization to self-preservation. What the 
conditions of order and disorder represent for the somatic processes of the organism, self-
actualization and self-preservation represent for its existential being. Goldstein provides the 
clearest formulation of self-actualization in chapter five of The Organism: “We can say that an 
organism is governed by the tendency to actualize, as much as possible, its individual capacities, 
its ‘nature’, in the world.”115 The healthy organism, in other words, strives to master its milieu in 
order to actualize its existential as well as its biological imperatives. But under circumstances of 
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illness and injury, the drive for self-actualization experiences a drastic reduction in scope: far 
from realizing what Goldstein describes as the organism’s “intrinsic nature, the fulfillment of all 
his capacities in harmony with each other,” the most that an injured organism can hope for is to 
maintain the status quo.116 In this way, self-actualization is transformed into mere self-
preservation, holism into mere atomism. 
Goldstein’s presentation of the difference between self-actualization and self-preservation 
calls to mind his resolution of the localizationism-holism debate. The healthy, self-actualizing 
organism functions holistically, uniting its “individual capacities” in the task of achieving its 
goals, whereas the organism reduced to self-preservation exhibits the kind of fragmented, 
atomistic functioning described by the localizationists: “Sick life is very bare of productivity, 
development, and progress,” observed Goldstein. “For the sick, the only form of self-
actualization that remains is the maintenance of the existent state.” By contrast, “An organism is 
normal and healthy when the tendency toward self-actualization is acting from within and 
overcomes the disturbance arising from the clash with the world, not out of anxiety but out of the 
joy of conquest [Überwindung].”117 
Goldstein’s conception of self-actualization can be productively compared to Spinoza’s 
notion of conatus, or striving. Indeed, the comparison between Goldstein and Spinoza is apt in 
several ways: Spinoza’s rehabilitation among late eighteenth-century German Romantics – the 
poet Novalis famously and approvingly referred to Spinoza as “that God-intoxicated man” – 
stemmed in large part from a reading of him as a holist in search of biological and spiritual unity, 
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an interpretation still fashionable in Goldstein’s day.118 In Proposition 7 of the Ethics, Spinoza 
wrote that, “The conatus with which each thing endeavors to persist in its own being is nothing 
but the actual essence of the thing.”119 In his popular 1952 work The Courage to Be, the German 
émigré theologian Paul Tillich noted that for Spinoza, the conatus “is an expression of the 
essential act of everything that participates in being, namely self-affirmation. […] Striving 
toward […] self-affirmation makes a thing be what it is.”120 From a biological perspective, one of 
the major implications of the conatus is what Edwin Curley referred to as the “impossibility of 
self-destruction”: all entities, from rocks to human beings, are driven to perpetuate their own 
existence.121 Likewise, for Goldstein, an organism’s will to vitality (whether conscious or not) is 
a given: “the tendency of normal life is toward activity and progress” – not simply self-
preservation122  
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Here, as elsewhere, there is a pronounced anti-Freudian character to Goldstein’s ideas.123 
In contrast to the dual drive theory of the later Freud, who held that human beings were caught in 
a struggle between libido and death (later to be recast as Eros and Thanatos in 1929’s 
Civilization and Its Discontents), Goldstein asserted that healthy organisms have “only one 
drive,” namely, self-actualization.124 Goldstein’s critique of Freud was similar to the one he had 
leveled against Broca, Wernicke, and the rest of the atomistic tradition: Freud, he argued, had 
mistaken a pathological situation for a constitutive feature of human biology. Under conditions 
of sickness, Goldstein noted, “a so-called drive may become so pathologically dominant that it is 
mistaken for a true, essential characteristic of the normal organism, as in the anthropology of 
Freud.”125 The result was a distorted picture of human functioning. Not life and death, but self-
actualization and self-preservation – what Goldstein would later redefine as existence and 
survival, respectively – constitute the primary active tension within the organism.126 Freud’s 
notion of a “‘death instinct’,” on the other hand, “separates us from the world and therefore 
reduces the possibility of realizing ourselves.”127 
Canguilhem neatly summarized the difference between self-actualization and self-
preservation in 1951: “to live, already for animals and even more so for man, is not merely to 
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vegetate and conserve oneself. It is to confront risks and to triumph over them.”128 Cassirer used 
a different idiom to express a similar point in volume three of The Philosophy of Symbolic 
Forms: “The process of the world’s ‘symbolization’ discloses its value and meaning only where 
it no longer operates freely and unhindered, but must struggle and make its way against 
obstacles.”129 Both were giving expression to one of the fundamental tenets of Goldstein’s 
philosophy of biology: the struggle of life is not between an “urge inherent in organic life to 
restore an earlier state of things” and a competing drive to preserve and replicate life, as Freud 
had claimed in Beyond the Pleasure Principle; it is, rather, between an organism’s natural 
tendency to flourish under a regime of ordered behavior and the obstacles placed in the way of 
this goal by its milieu.130 A healthy organism striving toward self-actualization will, under most 
circumstances, meet and overcome those obstacles; an organism struggling to merely persist in 
its being will likely find itself unable to master such challenges. The former situation brings 
about the fulfillment of the organism’s goals; the latter results in anxiety. On this basis alone is 
Goldstein able to claim that “survival, as important as it is, is not really a value in itself.”131 Pace 
Hobbes, the drive for self-preservation – mere survival – is a purely pathological phenomenon.132  
                                                
128 Georges Canguilhem, “The Normal and the Pathological,” in Knowledge of Life, trans. Stefanos Geroulanos and 
Daniela Ginsburg (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), p. 132. 
129 Cassirer, Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, Vol. III, p. 277. 
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132 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 162. Considering self-actualization in the light of the conatus also reveals an 
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The reduction of self-actualization to self-preservation is perhaps the most significant and 
damaging consequence of a state of catastrophe. Any sense of future-orientation – what 
Heidegger described as projection into possibility, and what we may colloquially think of as 
“living one’s life” – is put on hold as the organism tends to the maintenance of basic biological 
functionality. Self-actualization, according to Goldstein, equips the organism with the 
“potentiality to focus on the ‘possible’, to arrest, so to speak, the world in its course, to picture it, 
and to shape the coming to terms with the world by virtue of this ability.”133 As Spinoza had 
suggested, self-actualization is dependent upon an organism’s capacity to “conquer the world” – 
precisely the ability that is surrendered in a disordered condition.134 Such a loss is devastating 
enough to imperil the organism: “the tendency to actualize one’s intrinsic nature sometimes so 
determines man’s behavior,” Goldstein noted, “that he gives up life when he feels that self-
realization is no longer possible.”135 
Despite such dramatic consequences, Goldstein insisted that it was possible to recover 
from disordered and catastrophic states. Indeed, recovery is essential, as he reiterated in the 
conclusion to The Organism: “If the organism is ‘to be’, it always has to pass again from 
moments of catastrophe to states of ordered behavior.”136 In the case of both disorder and 
catastrophe, recovery is a matter of adjusting the patient’s environment until he is once again 
able to cope with the challenges of every day life. By investigating the threshold between order 
and disorder – often by deliberately rearranging the conditions of a patient’s environment in such 
a way as to artificially induce anxiety – Goldstein was able to determine the point at which the 
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environment became tolerable (or not) for a given patient. As the organism comes to terms with 
its diminished functional capacity and learns to become “adequate” to its altered milieu, the 
disordered or catastrophic situation is eventually normalized. Indeed, assuming the organism 
doesn’t succumb to its injuries, the “tendency to ordered behavior” will always take place, no 
matter how severe the injury and permanent its consequences: given sufficient time, Goldstein 
declared, “the patient will – despite the persistence of the defect – return to an ordered 
condition.”137  
 Goldstein’s description of the anxiety that accompanies states of disorder and catastrophe 
suggests that anxiety could be conceptualized in two radically different ways. We again find here 
a parallel to Goldstein’s resolution of the localizationism-holism debate. For healthy organisms, 
anxiety can be constructive in much the same way that Heidegger suggested: the dread that 
inevitably confronts every individual can help us to actualize our goals in the world and live 
authentically. From the perspective of health, then, “the phenomenon of anxiety occupies an 
important place in the whole process of coming to terms of the organism with the world.” The 
“tendency toward actualization,” Goldstein continues a few pages later, “can effect itself only in 
conflicting with, and in struggling against, the opposing forces of the environment. This never 
happens without shock and anxiety. Thus we are probably not overstating the facts if we 
maintain that these shocks are essential to human nature, even to all organic life.”138 For sick 
organisms, however, the same shocks represent a grave threat to the already precarious existence 
                                                
137 ibid., p. 49. Goldstein’s use of a language of “return” is curiously misleading. Organisms begin, by default, in an 
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being, the move to ordered behavior following injury results in a radically new existential ordering. 
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of their shrunken milieu. Under these circumstances, anxiety becomes pathological and is to be 
avoided at all costs. In Goldstein’s words, 
 
brain-injured persons, whose change we characterized as a loss of the attitude toward the 
possible, as an impairment of freedom, are completely helpless when facing an anxiety situation. 
They are entirely surrendered to the anxiety situation, as long as they are not safeguarded against 
it through an enormous limitation of their world which reduces their human existence to the most 
simple forms.139 
 
Goldstein’s characterization of the negative toll anxiety can exact upon the sick bears 
little in common with the broadly productive understanding of anxiety advanced by the 
theologico-philosophical tradition. Although Schelling, Kierkegaard, and Heidegger agree that 
anxiety can be (existentially) debilitating for those who lack the fortitude to confront the 
phenomenon directly, they regard anxiety’s negative potential as all the more incentive to face 
up to its challenge. At no point does Heidegger, for example, consider the possibility that there 
might be circumstances under which a confrontation with anxiety could prove truly catastrophic 
for a given individual, much less the idea that the confrontation itself might trigger adverse 
consequences. For Goldstein, pathological anxiety demarcates the limit situation of the 
individual, the point at which the organism ceases to “be” in any meaningful sense; for 
Heidegger, anxiety is precisely the means by which individuals, regardless of “ontic” factors like 
health or mental capacity, affirm their being. 
 Heidegger’s failure to recognize the devastating potential of anxiety is symptomatic of a 
larger omission in the theologico-philosophical tradition that can be traced back to Kierkegaard: 
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the reduction of anxiety to what Goldstein termed “inner experience,” i.e. an exclusively 
psychological phenomenon. As we saw earlier, Kierkegaard had deemed anxiety to be a subject 
with little significance to physicians. Goldstein disagreed. Although it holds greater significance 
for the subjective being of an individual than, say, a broken arm, from the perspective of a 
physician, anxiety is a medical condition that can be measured and treated like any other. 
According to Goldstein’s somatic definition, anxiety is the “occurrence of disordered stimulus 
evaluation as it is conditioned through the conflict of the organism with a certain environment 
not adequate for it.” In other words, anxiety is the “objective confrontation of the organism with 
a definitive environment.”140 
 The true meaning and significance of Goldstein’s recourse to the language of “objectivity” 
becomes clear at this point. “Objective” refers not only to the non-conscious, physiological 
process of anxiety, but also to the fact that from the medical point of view anxiety does have an 
object. An organism “that is seized by the catastrophic shock […] is faced with some ‘object’,” 
argued Goldstein, before continuing: 
 
Thus we may talk of ‘contentless’ anxiety only if we regard the experience alone. To be sure, it 
is usually in this sense that one talks of anxiety. But this is not quite correct and is due to a false 
emphasis on subjective experience in the characterization of so-called psychic phenomena. […] 
Thus, what is usually described as anxiety is only that side of the process that presents itself from 
the psychological aspect.141 
 
                                                
140 ibid., p. 232. 
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In a matter of a few short sentences, Goldstein had overturned the central tenet of the 
philosophical understanding of anxiety: contra Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and the rest of the 
received tradition, the object of anxiety was not, after all, a “nothing.” Rather, as Goldstein had 
demonstrated, anxiety was a state of being with an objective reality in both the milieu and the 
measurable physiology of the individual. As he put it in 1927, “Anxiety is a life process, a 
specific overall performance [Gesamtverhalten] of the organism that we are able to approach 
from the physical and from the experiential, but that we can never understand solely through 
experience.”142 Anxiety was thus best understood as a psychosomatic process disclosed through 
the unification of objective medical analysis and subjective phenomenological experience. 
As these passages imply, Goldstein had long held that the inability of philosophers and 
theologians to recognize the objective reality of anxiety was a hangover from the same Cartesian 
dualism that had bedeviled both nineteenth-century medicine and Freudian psychoanalysis. In a 
discussion of anxiety in 1957, Goldstein wrote, “It is my belief that any attempt to separate 
objective behavior from such feelings is artificial, is a consequence of our method of cognition as 
a result of the application of the isolating method of natural science.”143 These were 
fundamentally philosophical questions, but philosophy as a discipline remained caught within a 
theoretical framework that was unable to recognize – much less solve – the practical problems 
raised by the body.144 Despite the stated aims of Husserl, as well as Heidegger’s vehement attack 
on Descartes in Being and Time, the privileging of phenomenology over other forms of inquiry 
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144 See Heidegger’s comments on May 11 and 14, 1965 at the home of the Swiss-German existential analyst Medard 
Boss for a late example of the former’s basic inability to account for what he termed the “problem of the body.” 
Martin Heidegger, Zollikon Seminars: Protocols-Conversations-Letters, ed. Medard Boss, trans. Franz Mayr and 
Richard Askay (Evanston, IL.: Northwestern University Press, 2001), pp. 80-9. 
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had, ironically, reinforced precisely the dualism that phenomenologists claimed to have 
overcome.145 Indeed, it would be left to one of Goldstein’s admirers, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, to 
introduce a truly embodied phenomenology into philosophy. 
Goldstein took on these philosophical issues, but did so from the perspective of 
neurophysiology and empirical observation. Only by understanding the subjective and objective 
aspects of anxiety as inseparable elements of a Gestalt was it possible to gain a true 
understanding of the phenomenon; as Goldstein put it with reference to anxiety, “mental as well 
as physical phenomena are, for us, only different aspects of the unitary life process.”146 By 
contrast, the unitary holism that constituted Goldstein’s basic frame of inquiry represented a 
thoroughgoing and explicit rejection of dualism and the mechanistic conception of biology 
attendant upon it. “One cannot talk of a negation of the vital sphere through the mind,” he 
declared in The Organism, “because neither the vital nor the mind are separable potencies.”147 
From Goldstein’s perspective, one of the few contemporary philosophers to recognize the true 
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Conclusion: Holism as Ethics 
 
Throughout this essay we have seen that Goldstein advanced a parallelism that distinguished 
between two types of organismic functioning. Healthy organisms operate holistically, actualizing 
their goals within the world with the assistance of a productive confrontation with, and conquest 
of, anxiety. Sick organisms, by contrast, operate in a fragmented and localized fashion; incapable 
of coping with the anxiety that arises from catastrophic states, their being is reduced to mere 
subsistence. Goldstein’s philosophy of the organism enabled him to suggest a third way between 
the binaries of health and sickness, to provide an answer to what Anne Harrington has dubbed 
“the therapeutic nihilism of [the] nineteenth century.”149 Prior to the establishment of the Military 
Hospital for Brain-Injured Soldiers and similar institutions during World War I, patients with 
injuries as severe as those being treated by Goldstein and Gelb were typically considered lost 
causes, as Goldstein himself observed: “After surgical treatment, they were generally considered 
objects of charity and care, because it seemed that a real improvement could never be 
expected.”150 In Gestalt Psychology, Mitchell Ash echoed the traditional understanding of health 
and recuperation, arguing that “the fact that recovery was rarely complete in [Goldstein’s] 
patients implied that there were inherent limits to plasticity.”151 
This is to miss the point, however. From the perspective of prevailing norms regarding 
health, it was true that no “cure” could be expected. But, as Goldstein’s work with injured 
soldiers had demonstrated, the absence of a remedy is not the same as the impossibility of 
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amelioration. By strictly controlling his environment such that “no demands are made on him 
which he cannot fulfill,” the patient subjectively experiences himself as healthy. The injury 
persists, the patient’s milieu remains restrictive, and no arrangement of his environment can be 
guaranteed to guard against a return to disorder and catastrophe; and yet nevertheless “one could 
say he is in a state of health.” Moreover, since even for “normal individuals […] life always 
demands some restrictions,” Goldstein’s existential-phenomenological conception of health 
could have applications beyond the extreme circumstances of war trauma. All organisms are 
confronted with obstacles in their environment; what determines an organism’s experience of its 
own health is its capacity to overcome, or not, that obstacle.152 
 World War I provided the material conditions that made Goldstein’s reconceptualization of 
the grounds of health possible: his neurological predecessors had lacked access to the variety, 
severity, and sheer number of brain injuries that confronted physicians in the wake of the Great 
War. Moreover, Goldstein’s unusually long tenure at the Military Hospital for Brain-Injured 
Soldiers allowed him to observe the long-term development of his patients, especially their 
recovery from a disordered to an ordered condition, a process that could take many months or 
years to unfold.153 Based on his treatments, Goldstein concluded that an holistic model of 
organismic activity must be retained as an ideal even when treating patients whose injuries had 
reduced them to purely localized functioning. To put matters another way, he held out the 
possibility that localized processes could become holistic again. This contingency was 
unavailable to neurologists who proceeded on the basis of an exclusively localized methodology: 
without a concept of holism ready to hand, they could see nothing but irreparable injury 
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eventuating in localized functionality. Only by considering the total psychosomatic existence of 
an organism, including its subjective goals and desires, could patients suffering from chronic 
neurological conditions like aphasia be categorized as fulfilling the conditions of health. 
 Taking stock of his work on the organism at the final William James lecture in 1939, 
Goldstein reaffirmed his synthetic resolution of the localizationism-holism debate. Commenting 
on the “concrete behavior and constants that are characteristic of species and individuals,” he 
noted that, “only in a harmonious actualization of all these factors does human life appear to be 
normal. Whenever one of them comes abnormally to the foreground we meet with abnormal 
phenomena, with all the attributes of phenomena in isolation.”154 But this time he went further, 
applying his arguments about the functionality of individual organisms to society as a whole. 
With recent developments in Europe no doubt fresh in his mind, Goldstein asserted that, 
 
human life will never be comprehensible if we take any one of these aspects [concrete behavior] 
as the sole characteristic of the individual or group. All misunderstandings of other individuals, 
all misinterpretations of the behavior of other people, are grounded basically in such a wrong 
procedure. For we are not dealing with individual differences in principle, but with many factors 
each characteristic of all human beings, which are arranged in various ways in various 
individuals and groups. […] Only from this standpoint […] can one individual do justice to 
another, one people to another, one religion to another, one form of civilization to another. Only 
from this standpoint are justice and morals possible.155 
 
 As both a biologist and a Jew, Goldstein experienced firsthand the racial eugenics that had 
gripped European, and especially German, science over the previous two decades and reduced 
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Jews, Gypsies, Slavs, and many others to the status of Untermenschen.156 Indeed, early in his 
career, Goldstein had himself participated in the ongoing racial discourse, publishing a series of 
lectures in 1913 that addressed “problems of racial hygiene” and warned of the “Yellow Peril” 
emerging from Asia.157 As a number of historians have noted, holism was not a politically neutral 
category in the Germany of Goldstein’s day. The language of holism was a staple of German 
anti-Semitism from the mid-nineteenth century and was quickly appropriated by Nazi scientists 
and propagandists. In a 1937 speech that bears more than a passing resemblance to Goldstein’s 
presentation of the perils of atomistic thinking in his William James Lectures, the German 
psychologist Friederich Sander declared that, “Present-day German psychology and the National 
Socialistic world view are both oriented towards the same goal: the vanquishing of atomistic and 
mechanistic forms of thought […] through organic thinking.” From a Nazi perspective, achieving 
the goal of a “pure Gestalt” meant eliminating Judaism, the embodiment of mechanistic and 
atomistic thinking.158 In the words of the National Socialist physician Alfred Böttcher, “the Jew 
is always attempting to split all things, to break them down to their atoms.”159  
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 As we saw earlier, however, the annexation of a holist vocabulary by the logical positivists 
of the Vienna Circle and the Bauhaus school to describe their architectural program serves as a 
striking demonstration that, in Ash’s words, “Holistic positions could be advanced by scientists 
on the left as well as the right.”160 As one might expect of a Jewish socialist, Goldstein rejected 
the exclusionary conclusions of Nazi holism. Rather, his experience treating the injured and 
dying of World War I convinced him that human beings as a species had to regarded 
holistically.161 To do otherwise – to isolate particular individuals or groups from the Gestalt of 
mankind – was to distort the social functioning of the species as a whole and regard humanity as 
though it were in the midst of sickness and disorder. Goldstein made precisely this point in an 
unpublished 1936 article entitled “Remarks on the Significance of Biology for Sociology, with 
Particular Attention to the Problem of Authority,” one of his few writings to explicitly address 
political issues. Echoing the language he had employed to describe catastrophic states two years 
earlier in The Organism, Goldstein noted the “narrowness and rigidity” of Germans living under 
Nazi rule, “their inaccessibility to new forms or ideas, especially if they could involve insecurity; 
[and] the uniformity of behavior.”162 
 Goldstein’s metaphor of biological catastrophe was an apt characterization of the world he 
had left behind in Europe: by the time he delivered his final lecture at Harvard, both the 
Anschluss between Germany and Austria and the Nazi occupation of the Czech Sudetenland had 
been completed. Whatever the wider intellectual and historical validity of his analogy between 
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organismic and social functioning, Goldstein maintained a belief that courage – conceived 
existentially as “nothing but an affirmative answer to the shocks of existence” – would maintain 
humanity in the “struggle against those resistances of the inner and outer world which oppose 
human nature.”163 Courage is the will to self-actualization, a will that must endure and overcome 
the peril of anxiety in order to assert its place in the world. But courage in isolation can only take 
us so far; the truly meaningful existence was lived in the company of others: “man can never 
realize himself unless the existence of the other is guaranteed,” Goldstein declared in 1957.164 For 
the species as for the individual, holism was health.
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Chapter 5: The Grand Hotel: Dread in the Era of Cold War Politics, Part I 
 
“Loss is their shadow-wife, Anxiety/Receives them like a grand hotel.” – W.H. Auden1 
 
On the evening of December 5, 1941, as Japanese air and naval forces massed off the coast of 
Indo-China in preparation for their attack on Pearl Harbor, a small group gathered at the Upper 
West Side home of a Jungian analyst named Martha Glickman. Decades before 
interdisciplinarity would become a mantra of the academy, those assembled represented fields 
including anthropology, philosophy, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, and theology. They had 
convened at Central Park West for the inaugural meeting of the Psychology of Faith Group, 
better known – to the extent that it is known at all – as the New York Psychology Group 
(NYPG). Sponsored by the National Council on Religion in Higher Education, a Presbyterian 
organization that operated under the umbrella of the Federal Council of Churches, the NYPG 
went on to meet a further 28 times before disbanding in March 1945. 
 The organizational, if not necessarily intellectual, force behind the NYPG was Seward 
Hiltner, a Presbyterian minister and future professor at the Princeton Theological Seminary. It 
was Hiltner, then aged 31, who arranged for a stenographer to record the minutes of the 
meetings, from which he compiled summaries that were distributed to members of the group.2 
                                                
1 W.H. Auden, “In Time of War”, in W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood, Journey to a War (New York: 
Random House, 1939). Reprinted in W.H. Auden Selected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1979), p. 75. 
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The original purpose of the NYPG was to investigate what the clinical psychologist Harry Bone 
in the first meeting described as “the subject of faith, its relatives and opposites.”3 As the months 
progressed, however, the group’s purview broadened to encompass even more fundamental 
questions of human existence, both sacred and profane. As the German émigré psychoanalyst 
Erich Fromm, one of the NYPG’s founding members, put it in a 1944 presentation on the 
concept of “help,” 
 
People want help in making sense of one’s own existence in the world, what life means and 
according to what lines one wants to live. In cultures in which these problems are settled this is 
not so much of an individual problem. In the Middle Ages the meaning of life appeared rather 
self-evident. Even perhaps up through the nineteenth century, in which catastrophes did not have 
such dimensions, there was still a more or less unbroken optimism. But today there is an 
enormous amount of bewilderment.4 
 
 More than 30 years later, the Canadian-American novelist Saul Bellow echoed Fromm’s 
characterization of the “bewilderment” of twentieth-century life. In his Nobel Prize-winning 
address, delivered on a chilly Stockholm night in December 1976, Bellow asked his audience to 
consider contemporary life in the West. “What do we see?” he asked. 
 
In private life, disorder or near panic. In families […] confusion; in civic behavior, in personal 
loyalties, in sexual practices (I will not recite the whole list; we are tired of hearing it) – further 
                                                
3 Harry Bone, Meeting of the New York Psychology Group, December 5, 1941. I am immensely grateful to Terry D. 
Cooper of St. Louis Community College for his generosity in providing me with a complete set of reports from the 
NYPG meetings. 
4 Erich Fromm, Meeting of the New York Psychology Group, October 20, 1944. 
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confusion. It is with this private disorder and public bewilderment that we try to live. We stand 
open to all anxieties. The decline and fall of everything is our daily dread.5 
 
Linking Fromm and Bellow was a mutual awareness of the centrality of anxiety to the 
experience of every day life in the middle of the twentieth century. In the three decades between 
their respective proclamations, anxiety became something close to a national obsession in the 
United States, capturing both the everyday language of the American public and the technical 
vocabulary of many of its professions. “Are feelings like ennui or nausea or anxiety so 
particularly revelatory of the world, and why are they entitled to such a privilege?” asked the 
French existentialist philosopher Jean Wahl in an October 1945 issue of The New Republic.6 His 
first question was met with an overwhelming affirmation: indeed, the pervasiveness of the 
discourse on anxiety was such that virtually every sphere of American society, from medicine 
and literature to politics and theology, came to adopt the idiom in one form or another. “Now is 
the age of anxiety” declared W.H. Auden in his Pulitzer Prize winning eclogue of 1947, a 
sentiment echoed – both literally and figuratively – by scores of writers in the coming decades.7 
A remarkable number of those figures were to be found in Martha Glickman’s apartment in the 
early 1940s; not only Fromm and Hiltner, but also the German émigré theologian Paul Tillich; 
the psychotherapist Rollo May; Carl Rogers, the founder of humanistic psychology; and the 
Union Theological Seminar theologian David Roberts.8 
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 Anxiety operated on multiple, if overlapping, levels of American society. Most 
concretely, it took the form of a diagnostic category for the treatment of mental and nervous 
disorders. In this form, anxiety functioned – or, perhaps more accurately, aspired to function – as 
a narrow and focused technical category, albeit one heavily contested by the clinicians involved. 
The diagnostic conception of anxiety was advanced by a number of neurologists, psychiatrists, 
and psychologists, and psychotherapists, many of whom had worked alongside Binswanger 
and/or Goldstein as former students, colleagues, collaborators, or translators. These individuals 
used the term anxiety in a self-conscious and reflexive manner and were generally aware of the 
intellectual provenance of the term, often explicitly drawing upon Kierkegaard, and occasionally 
Heidegger, in their analyses. 
 Anxiety also functioned discursively as characteristic mode of expression for numerous 
disciplines in postwar America, including economics, international relations, literature, 
philosophy, political science, and theology. Against the background of the Cold War, and 
especially following President Truman’s confirmation of the first successful Soviet atomic bomb 
test in September 1949, the language of dread and anxiety became a privileged term for the 
articulation of an explicitly existential form of unease. The precise meaning of anxiety differed 
depending on the field in question: the dread of which theologians spoke carried connotations 
and implications that differed from the anxiety articulated by, say, political scientists. Sometimes 
the term was used figuratively – the American public might be collectively described as 
                                                                                                                                                       
Terry D. Cooper, Paul Tillich and Psychology (Macon, GA.: Mercer University Press, 2005); and Britt-Mari Sykes, 
Questioning Psychology Health and Well-Being: Historical and Contemporary Dialogues Between Theologians and 
Psychologists (Macon, GA.: Mercer University Press, 2009), ch. 2. Jason Stevens briefly refers to the group in his 
God-Fearing and Free: A Spiritual History of America’s Cold War (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 
2010), pp. 185-219. The modest size of the extant literature is, no doubt, a consequence of the inaccessibility of the 
source material, which has hitherto only circulated among a small group of Protestant ministers and scholars. Hiltner 
personally presented Allison Stokes with a complete set of notes; Stokes shared these notes with Terry Cooper, who 
in turn provided me with a set. 
 
 218 
“anxious” – and sometimes its usage was literal; what might appear figurative from the 
perspective of one discipline was often meant literally by another. Yet a common thread could 
nevertheless be discerned. There are many ways to express vulnerability; what is remarkable 
about the years following World War II is that all across America, in a wide array of fields and 
professions, people consistently chose the language of anxiety to give voice to a fundamental and 
shared sense of disquiet. 
 A small number of the intellectuals and public figures responsible for the discursive 
mode of anxiety were cognizant of the medical, philosophical, and theological origins of anxiety 
– Auden, in particular, played a vital role in the early reception of Kierkegaard’s thought in the 
Anglophone world – but the majority adopted the idiom of anxiety through a mutually 
reinforcing process of cultural osmosis. Anxiety, in short, was “in the air,” saturating the cultural 
landscape of postwar America to such an extent that it served as a shared, distinct, and 
immediately recognizable shorthand for the expression of a set of concerns that, although 
context-specific in the fine details, could nevertheless be grouped under a common rubric. As 
more and more figures appropriated the language of anxiety, the discourse gathered its own 
momentum, becoming increasingly visible across a variety of disciplines. Auden’s 
characterization of the mid-twentieth century as an “Age of Anxiety” quickly took on the 
properties of a meme – in Richard Dawkins’ original sense of a “unit of cultural transmission, or 
a unit of imitation” – replicated with such frequency that it became almost axiomatic.9 As Tillich 
noted in The Courage to Be (1952), based on his 1950-51 Terry Lectures at Yale, 
 
                                                
9 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 352. 
 
 219 
Sociological analysis of the present period has pointed to the importance of anxiety as a group 
phenomenon. Literature and art have made anxiety a main theme of their creations, in content as 
well as in style. The effect of this has been the awakening of at least the educated groups to an 
awareness of their own anxiety, and a permeation of the public consciousness by ideas and 
symbols of anxiety. Today it has become almost a truism to call our time an ‘age of anxiety’. 
This holds equally for America and Europe.10 
 
 Tillich’s comments gesture toward the final meaning of anxiety in postwar America: on a 
purely descriptive level, it provided millions of ordinary Americans with a privileged vocabulary 
through which to express their quotidian concerns and insecurities. At the individual level, the 
same process of cultural osmosis that informed discursive anxiety shaped the descriptive form of 
anxiety. On a collective level, however, descriptive anxiety was distinguished from both the 
discursive and the diagnostic forms of anxiety in that the former was neither embedded in any 
kind of formal professional debate or exchange, nor could a shared understanding of what was 
meant by anxiety be assumed. Rather, descriptive anxiety expressed a non-reflexive, pre-
theoretical, everyday public usage of anxiety. Although it is beyond the purview of the present 
work to consider the descriptive level in any depth, much work remains to be done on the social 
history of anxiety in postwar America.11 
 Over the course of the next two chapters, we will explore anxiety’s penetration into the 
fields of theology and literature (chapter five) and psychotherapy and politics (chapter six). 
Philosophy, so closely linked to contemporary theological currents via existentialism, will be 
considered in the theology section. Each section will consider one or more members of the 
                                                
10 Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), p. 35. 
11 One notable exception is Daniel Horowitz’s excellent The Anxieties of Affluence: Critiques of American 
Consumer Culture, 1939-1979 (Amherst, MA.: University of Massachusetts Press, 2005). 
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NYPG, with supplementary material drawn from additional figures. In the case of literature, a 
field unrepresented at the NYPG, I will take Auden as my representative figure. As a recent 
transplant to New York who was, in his own way, also fleeing the violence of Europe, Auden fits 
the profile of a number of members of the NYPG, many of whom he was personally acquainted 
with. Moreover, Auden’s work during this period, like that of Fromm, May, Tillich, and 
Reinhold Niebuhr, another crucial figure in the postwar reception and dissemination of anxiety, 
was significantly shaped by his encounter with Kierkegaard and existential philosophy more 
generally. The boundaries between the fields discussed in these chapters, as well as the figures 
representing them, are far from fixed, with practitioners borrowing liberally from allied 
disciplines. Just as it had been in interwar Europe, anxiety was a genuinely cross-disciplinary 
endeavor in postwar America, a point confirmed by Tillich: “The recovery of the meaning of 
anxiety through the combined endeavors of existential philosophy, depth psychology, neurology, 
and the arts is one of the achievements of the twentieth century.”12 
 Throughout these two chapters, we will see that the proliferation of the American 
discourse on anxiety was the result of a dense web of mutual influence, citations, references, 
correspondence, translations, public readings, conferences, symposia, and intellectual debts that 
spanned two continents. On a more elusive level, this is also a story of a network of friendships 
and, occasionally, rivalries. As much as in the clinic, classroom, or seminary, anxiety took shape 
at social gatherings in people’s apartments, at dinners between friends, or in the private moments 
between student and supervisor, analysand and analyst, or two colleagues. In this regard, the 
Frankfurt-New York axis is of particular significance: Kurt Goldstein, Paul Tillich, Frieda 
Fromm-Reichmann, and Erich Fromm – to name only the figures most relevant to the present 
                                                
12 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Volume I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), p. 191. 
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study – had all worked together in Frankfurt before the rise of the Third Reich, and each found 
their way to New York in the late 1930s. On their arrival, they renewed old friendships and 
forged new ones, encountering the likes of Reinhold and Ursula Niebuhr, W.H. Auden, Rollo 
May, and Seward Hiltner in varying capacities. 
 The minutiae of who was a colleague, supervisor, analyst/analysand, friend, or lover of 
whom should not overly concern us; as the chapters unfold, it will become abundantly clear that 
the key figures in the reception of anxiety in the United States, both American and foreign, were 
intimately acquainted with one another. Indeed, the story of anxiety represents an especially 
compelling example of the transatlantic migration of ideas, one in which Europe and America 
collaborated on more or less equal footing. The result, from a medical perspective, was 
widespread acceptance of Goldstein’s “objective” – that is to say, physiologically grounded and 
quantifiable – account of anxiety. When combined with anxiety’s near-total penetration into the 
mainstream of American art, literature, philosophy (via existentialism), theology, and politics, 
the result was the creation of a scientific object that just a few decades earlier appeared 
implausible, if not impossible. Anxiety had emerged as a legitimate object of scientific, and in 
particular pharmacological, knowledge, but it had done so in what remained an identifiably 
existential and, in many cases, theological guise. The resurrection of a theological conception of 
anxiety, and its centrality to the wider story of the medicalization of dread in America, is perhaps 
the most surprising and least acknowledged aspect of the entire story. 
 Finally, it is worth noting that, with one or two potential exceptions, the figures discussed 
within these chapters operated firmly within the mainstream of American life. Although of 
significant historical interest – as the prodigious literatures on the subject demonstrate – I am not 
predominantly concerned with counter-cultural currents like feminism, the New Left, hippie 
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culture, the Beat Generation, or the anti-war, environmentalist, or Civil Rights movements. To be 
sure, these groups had their own diffuse sets of interests and anxieties, from domestic concerns 
regarding the conformity of “The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit” and the constraints of the white 
patriarchy to fears about the use and abuse of American power overseas.13 Nevertheless, these 
movements generally remained on the fringes of society, whereas I am here interested primarily 
in how anxiety was understood and experienced by America’s intellectual, political, and 
professional establishment.14 To take one example, the vast majority of the figures discussed in 
the following pages held broadly positive views about capitalism, especially when conceived in 
opposition to communism. The same can be said for religion, especially following the tacit co-
opting of Judaism into a spiritual united front against totalitarianism; indeed, it was largely as a 
result of the extraordinarily close ties, both personal and professional, between clinic, church, 





                                                
13 The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit was a bestselling 1955 novel by Sloan Wilson, adapted into a popular movie 
starring Gregory Peck and Jennifer Jones the following, about the conformity of American corporate culture. The 
title entered the mainstream of the American vernacular and reflected wider sociological concerns regarding the 
conventionality of the middle class. See, for example, C. Wright Mills, White Collar: The American Middle Classes 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951); William H. Whyte, The Organization Man (New York: Anchor Books, 
1957); and Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (New York: Beacon Press, 1964). Perhaps the best account of 
the anxieties of the American counter-culture, and especially the feminist movement, can be found in Daniel 
Horowitz, Betty Friedan and the Making of the Feminine Mystique: The American Left, the Cold War, and Modern 
Feminism (Amherst, MA.: University of Massachusetts Press, 1998). Of related interest to discussions of anxiety 
and gender in postwar America, see K.A. Cuordileone’s excellent Manhood and American Political Culture in the 
Cold War (London: Routledge, 2005). 
14 The one exception to my claim that the counter-culture remained on the “fringes” of American society might be 
the Civil Rights Movement; indeed, it is plausible to argue that the Civil Rights Movement does not belong under 






Despite Martin Heidegger’s attempt to secularize Kierkegaard’s Christian existentialism, a 
vigorous theological interpretation of anxiety emerged in America in the years during and 
immediately after World War II. As with the other fields considered in these chapters, and 
throughout the dissertation as a whole, the understanding of anxiety that was rehabilitated was 
fundamentally existential in nature. When Reinhold Niebuhr, Tillich’s colleague at the Union 
Theological Seminar in New York, graced the cover of Time’s 25th anniversary issue in March 
1948, much of the accompanying article focused on the former’s understanding of anxiety, 
which the magazine’s journalist, the former Soviet spy Whittaker Chambers, characterized in 
unmistakably Kierkegaardian terms as the “inevitable spiritual state of man […] in the paradox 
of his freedom and his finiteness.”15 Elsewhere, Paul Tillich echoed one of the basics tenets of 
Goldstein’s existential biology when he declared that “A consequence of the individualization of 
life is the state of anxiety in every individual.”16 Thus, in a manner almost identical to the 
philosophers and psychotherapists, the theologians depicted anxiety as an existential response to 
the absence of meaning in the contemporary world. The age of anxiety, it seems, had overtaken 
both the American mind and soul. 
 Anxiety’s return to a Christian framework was the result of two broad developments. The 
first was the widespread resurgence of religious awareness and practice in the years during and 
immediately after World War II.17 Between 1940 and 1954, for example, there was a threefold 
                                                
15 “Faith for a Lenten Age,” Time, March 8, 1948, Vol. 51, No. 10, p. 76. 
16 Paul Tillich, “The Significance of Kurt Goldstein for Philosophy of Religion,” Journal of Individual Psychology, 
Vol. 15, No. 1 (May 1959) p. 22. 
17 There is a vast literature on the revival of mid-century American Protestantism. For the most relevant to the 
present discussion, see David A. Hollinger, “After Cloven Tongues of Fire: Ecumenical Protestantism and the 
 
 224 
increase in the number of Americans joining churches as compared to the period 1928-40, an 
influx of new worshippers that triggered what Newsweek called “the most extensive church-
building job in history.”18 America’s religious revival was also inextricably tied to the emergence 
of the African-American Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and ‘60s, which further swelled 
church attendance.19 Although a number of secular intellectuals were initially skeptical of 
America’s religious resurgence, many others enthusiastically debated its character. Between 
1945-47, the magazine Commentary ran a series entitled “The Crisis of the Individual,” which 
invited speakers including Niebuhr, Hannah Arendt, Sidney Hook, and Martin Buber to consider 
whether a “renascence of religious belief” was the answer to what Niebuhr in his response 
termed “the present crisis in our culture and our civilization.”20 In 1950, the journal Partisan 
Review published a four-part series on “Religion and the Intellectuals,” featuring contributions 
from Tillich, W.H. Auden, John Dewey, and Jacques Maritain, amongst others.21 By the end of 
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the 1960s, religion had so thoroughly reasserted itself into American life that the historian 
William G. McLoughlin declared the nation to be in the grip of a fourth “Great Awakening.”22 
 Protestant theologians of various stripes – including the ecumenical theorist Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith; the evangelist Billy Graham; and the English Anglican John A.T. Robinson, 
author of the controversial and widely read Honest to God – were at forefront of this religious 
rejuvenation. Indeed, 59 percent of American churchgoers during this period belonged to 
Protestant churches.23 For reasons that we will explore below, anxiety was central to the theology 
of many postwar American Protestants, especially the neo-Orthodox Tillich and Niebuhr; thanks 
to their high public profiles, anxiety was introduced into the homes of clerical, lay, and secular 
audiences alike.24 Niebuhr gave voice to the link between anxiety and spiritual renewal in a 1955 
article for The New Republic, in which he argued that the “revival of religious faith” taking place 
in the 1950s could be understood as a response to the “frantic effort of the naturally optimistic 
American soul to preserve its optimism in the age of anxiety.”25 But the resacralization of 
American society and politics alone isn’t enough to explain where theologians found the 
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language of anxiety or why it appealed to them; to answer those questions, we must also consider 
the rise of existentialism. 
 As George Cotkin and others have recently made clear, the middle decades of the 
twentieth century also heralded existentialism’s arrival in America. Existentialism quickly 
established itself as one of the most significant cultural movements in postwar America, a 
development perhaps best illustrated by the somewhat unlikely spectacle of Jean-Paul Sartre 
writing an article on the “fear, horror, and despair” of the present age for American Vogue in 
July 1945.26 “The philosophy of existence has become, not only a European problem, but a world 
problem,” declared Jean Wahl in a lecture in 1946.27 In a process Emmanuel Levinas described 
as the “multiplication of a modern doctrine down through the past,” an industry of academics, 
journalists, and translators emerged to retrospectively inaugurate the canon of existentialist 
thinkers, with anthologies like Walter Kaufmann’s Existentialism From Dostoyevsky to Sartre 
(1956) making the greatest hits available to an eager public.28 At first glance, the link between 
existentialism and America’s religious revival might appear obscure; indeed, given the militant 
atheism of figures like Sartre, the two could look like contradictory or even antagonistic 
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movements rather than complementary processes. But existentialism thrived in postwar America 
for much the same reason as organized religion and, for that matter, psychotherapy: all three 
gave expression to the widespread feelings of confusion, vulnerability, and exhaustion that 
followed World War II, the dawn of the atomic age, and more years of armed conflict in the 
Korean peninsula. 
 One of the decisive factors in the rise of existentialism was the translation of 
Kierkegaard’s works into English, a process that began in 1936 with Princeton University Press’s 
publication of the Philosophical Fragments, but which really gained momentum following 
Charles Williams’s editorial custodianship at Oxford University Press (detailed in the section on 
literature).29 The Concept of Dread, as the text’s first translator, Walter Lowrie, rendered the 
title, was one of the last of Kierkegaard’s major works to be published, only appearing in 1944.30 
The reenchantment of Protestant life in America and the Anglophone reception of Kierkegaard 
did not occur in isolation from one another: Tillich and the brothers Reinhold and H. Richard 
Niebuhr, as well as distinguished lay figures such as Auden, played a prominent role in 
publicizing Kierkegaard’s thought. Since anxiety was taken to be the ur-theme of existentialism 
in general, and Kierkegaard’s thought in particular, it was natural that the concept would assume 
a central position in the vocabulary of contemporary theology. As Tillich put it in The Courage 
to Be, “Existentialism as expression is the character of the philosophy, art, and literature of the 
                                                
29 For a thorough examination of Kierkegaard’s reception in America, beginning in the 1890s, see Lee C. Barrett, 
“The USA: From Neo-Orthodoxy to Plurality,” in Kierkegaard Research: Sources, Reception and Resources. 
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period of the World Wars and all-pervading anxiety of doubt and meaninglessness. It is the 
expression of our own situation.”31 The publication of The Concept of Anxiety also helped to fuel 
what Andrew Finstuen has called the “original sin moment” in postwar Protestant theology, a 
doctrine to which Tillich and Niebuhr, in large part influenced by their respective readings of 
Kierkegaard, made significant contributions.32 
 At times, however, it was unclear where existentialism ended and theology began. 
Although all four key figures in the effort to translate Kierkegaard into English – Williams, 
Lowrie, David Swenson, and the other main translator, Alexander Dru – were practicing 
Christians, their zeal to position Kierkegaard as another of the fashionable existentialist thinkers 
sweeping the English-speaking world occasionally came at the expense of his theology. “There is 
too much about Adam for my taste, and perhaps too much about original sin,” wrote Lowrie, an 
Episcopal minister trained at the Princeton Theological Seminar, in his introduction to The 
Concept of Dread.33 Lowrie’s statement is extraordinary, akin to complaining that Darwin’s On 
the Origin of Species devotes too much time to natural selection or that Marx is overly 
preoccupied with exploitation in Capital; as much as anxiety itself, original sin simply is the 
subject of The Concept of Anxiety. But Lowrie’s ambivalence regarding the status of 
Kierkegaard’s theological commitments points toward a wider tension in the relationship 
between existentialism and Christianity, one that we will explore through the work of Tillich. 
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The analysis that follows will bring to light the pivotal place of anxiety in Tillich’s thought, and 
postwar American theology more generally. 
 For all his enthusiasm regarding its diagnostic power, Tillich was one of a number of 
contemporaries to express a profound skepticism regarding the possibility of a genuinely 
Christian existentialism.34 On the surface, Tillich’s stance might appear somewhat surprising. 
Whoever we credit as the first existentialist, the most plausible candidates – be it Augustine, 
Pascal, Dostoyevsky, or Kierkegaard himself – were all deeply religious figures writing within a 
more or less explicitly Christian framework.35 And the elective affinity between theology and 
existentialism was not merely an historical phenomenon: Jewish and Christian existentialism - 
represented by well-known figures such as Wahl, Levinas, Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, Rudolf 
Bultmann, Nicolas Berdyaev, Jacques Maritain, and Gabriel Marcel - thrived in the early to mid-
twentieth century. The Jewish social philosopher Will Herberg surely spoke for Christianity (at 
least) as much as his own faith when he stated that, “Only from what is beyond life, only from 
the transcendent source of life, can come the power to deliver us from our desperate plight.”36 
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Tillich was, and still is, generally considered to be at forefront of the revival of Christian 
existentialism; a recent article by George Pattison, for example, cites Tillich as the Christian 
existentialist who “gained most prominence in the English-speaking world in the 1950s and 
1960s.”37 
 For Tillich, however, the entire notion of “Christian existentialism” was fundamentally 
oxymoronic because there is a basic incommensurability between the transcendence of religion 
and the immanence of secular existentialism. According to Tillich, you can be a Christian or you 
can be an existentialist, but you cannot be both at the same time. Even those who self-describe as 
Christian existentialists are, at any given moment, always either one or the other: they pose the 
questions of anxiety, estrangement, and finitude in the guise of the existentialist and answer them 
according to articles of faith.38 Lacking a metaphysical referent, existentialists are dependent 
upon the immanence of the human condition for solutions to the questions they pose. As Tillich 
put it in a public address at the Cooper Union Forum in March 1954, “When you deal with 
                                                                                                                                                       
transatlantic recasting of anxiety from what had popularly been understood by both Jew and gentile alike as a Jewish 
affliction into a predominantly Christian phenomenon is one of the more remarkable – and neglected – sociological 
transformations of the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As the American sociologist Arnold W. Green 
presciently noted in 1948, “Perhaps it is not the Jew at all, but the average white, native Protestant who is the 
typically alienated man of our age.” Arnold W. Green, “Why Americans Feel Insecure: The Sense of Alienation is 
Not Exclusively Jewish,” Commentary, Vol. 6, No. 1 (July 1948), p. 18. See also Louis Finkelstein, “Modern Man’s 
Anxiety: Its Remedy,” Commentary, Vol. 2, No. 6 (December 1946), pp. 537-46. For a contrary view, see Aaron 
Antonovsky, “Like Everyone Else, Only More So: Identity, Anxiety, and the Jew,” in in Identity and Anxiety: 
Survival of the Person in Mass Society, ed. Maurice R. Stein, Arthur J. Vidich, and David Manning White (Chicago: 
The Free Press of Glencoe, 1960), pp. 428-34. For a representative example of the “Jewishness” of anxiety, see 
Rafael Becker, Die jüdische Nervosität: ihre Art, Entstehung und Bekämpfung (Zürich: Speidel & Wurzel, 1918). 
37 George Pattison, “Fear and Trembling and the Paradox of Christian Existentialism,” in Jonathan Judaken and 
Robert Bernasconi, ed., Situating Existentialism: Key Texts in Context (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2012), p. 226. 
38 Paul Tillich, “Existentialist Aspects of Modern Art,” in Carl Michalson, ed. Christianity and the Existentialists 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1956), p. 141. For more on theistic versus atheistic existentialism, see Carl 
Michalson’s essay in the same volume, “What is Existentialism?” in Carl Michalson, ed. Christianity and the 
Existentialists (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1956), pp. 13-14, 19-22. 
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existentialists, don’t go to them in order to find answers.”39 For (atheist) existentialists, it was 
precisely the lack of transcendence that opened up the possibilities for radical human freedom: 
“Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself,” declared Sartre.40 That same logic, 
however, allowed Tillich to conclude that “there is no Christian existentialism. […] As long as 
an existentialist is theistic he is either not existentialist or he is not really theistic.”41 Tillich 
answered the “paradox of Christian existentialism” by dissolving its very possibility.42 
 Nevertheless, Tillich’s writings were undeniably suffused with existential themes. In 
order to square this circle, Tillich and many of his contemporaries turned to Heidegger. To 
employ an admittedly reductive heuristic, Tillich’s mature thought can be understood as deriving 
from four main sources: the canon of classical Protestant theology as it developed from Luther 
through to Schleiermacher; the German idealist tradition, especially Fichte and Schelling; 
Kierkegaard; and Heidegger.43 Of the latter, Tillich declared quite simply, “I believe that 
                                                
39 Paul Tillich, “Heidegger and Jaspers,” in Heidegger and Jaspers, ed. Alan M. Olson (Philadelphia, PA.: Temple 
University Press, 1994), p. 22. In this regard, Christianity has something in common with psychotherapy: both hold 
out the promise of a solution to the questions of existence, whereas existentialism merely asks the questions. See, for 
example, Tillich’s comments regarding the psychoanalytic treatment of anxiety in the third volume of his Systematic 
Theology: “The psychoanalyst […] claims that he can overcome the negativities of man’s existential situation - 
anxiety, guilt, despair, emptiness, and so on.” Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Volume III (Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1963), p. 281. 
40 Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism, trans. Carol Macomber (New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 
2007), p. 5. 
41 Tillich, “Existentialist Aspects of Modern Art,” p. 141. It’s worth noting that Tillich’s argument, in both structure 
and substance, bears a notable resemblance to Leo Strauss’s arguments regarding the timeless divide between reason 
and revelation, or Athens and Jerusalem, as Strauss sometimes termed it. Strauss and Tillich were well acquainted: 
in 1931, Strauss (unsuccessfully) petitioned Tillich to supervise his habilitation at Frankfurt and the two mixed 
socially in New York during the war. For more on Athens and Jerusalem, see Strauss’s writings on Spinoza between 
1924-32, especially 1930’s Spinoza’s Critique of Religion. 
42 Pattison, “Fear and Trembling,” p. 221. 
43 Tillich wrote both his 1911 doctoral dissertation at Breslau and his 1912 licentiate thesis at Halle on Schelling, 
and later declared that Schelling was his “great teacher in philosophy and theology.” Paul Tillich, “Schelling und die 
Anfänge des Existentialistischen Protestes,” Zeitschrift für philosophische Forschung, Vol. 9, No. 2 (1955), p. 197. 
On Schleiermacher and Tillich, see Christopher Zarnow, “Protestantische Identiät - heute und gestern: 
Schleiermacher, Tillich und der kirchliche Reformprozess,” in in Aufgeklärte Religion und ihre Probleme: 
Schleiermacher, Troeltsch, Tillich, ed. Ulrich Barth (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), pp. 331-45. Plausible candidates to 
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Heidegger is one of the great figures in the history of Western thought.”44 Tillich and Heidegger 
were reasonably well acquainted personally, having been colleagues at Marburg, along with 
Bultmann, for three semesters in 1924-5.45 Nevertheless, with his focus on the primacy of being, 
Heidegger would, at first glance, seem to be an unlikely inspiration for a Christian reading of 
existentialism. After all, as a somewhat hyperbolic Newsweek journalist noted in November 
1956, Heideggerian existentialism was one of modernity’s most “insidious,” “desperate,” and 
“serious” attacks on the “majesties of Western Christian thought,” responsible for inspiring 
“demonstrators in Paris” and “mobs in Hamburg.”46 Why not then simply remove Heidegger 
from the equation and return to the source of Christian existentialism? The answer is that for 
Tillich and many of his contemporaries (pace Newsweek journalists), the differences between 
Heidegger and Kierkegaard could not be reduced to a straightforward choice between the sacred 
and the profane. 
 As I have already demonstrated in chapter two, Heidegger’s secularization of 
Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety was less complete than generally supposed. Although 
Heidegger stripped existentialism of its explicit references to the Kierkegaardian trinity of Adam, 
Eve, and Jesus, he retained the general framework by which anxiety derived its significance for 
the human condition through its status as a privileged access point for contemplating what Tillich 
described as the “mystical a priori […] that transcends the cleavage between subject and 
                                                                                                                                                       
be added to this list would include Marx and Christian socialism; Neo-Platonism, especially as conceived by the 
Lutheran Jacob Böhme; Nietzsche and the German Romantic movement; and perhaps Freud. 
44 Tillich, “Heidegger and Jaspers,” p. 16. 
45 For more on Tillich’s Weimar years and his relationship with other prominent Protestant theologians, see Douglas 
J. Cremer, “Protestant Theology in Early Weimar Germany: Barth, Tillich, Bultmann” Journal of the History of 
Ideas, Vol. 56, No. 2 (Apr., 1995), pp. 289-307. 
46 “The Weeds of Anxiety,” Newsweek, November 5, 1956, p. 108. 
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object.”47 In Heidegger’s case, the transcendent was ontology itself; in Kierkegaard’s, it was 
divinity.48 The transcendent implications of Heidegger’s philosophy were immediately apparent 
to Tillich and his contemporaries, who interpreted him in overwhelmingly theistic terms. The 
German Protestant theologian Erich Dinkler, a specialist in New Testament literature and 
Christian archaeology, declared that “when Heidegger gives an existentialist analysis of Human 
being […] he obviously is himself marked by the Christian tradition. Man as such, stamped by 
guilt, fear, anxiety, by his being-thrown-into-the-world, all of this in its terminology and in its 
intention is evidently influenced by a Christian viewpoints.” Although most theistic readings of 
Heidegger’s work focus on his postwar output, when he is commonly thought to have turned to 
an Eckhart-esque mysticism, Dinkler singled out the Heidegger of Being and Time rather than 
that of the Holzwege as “much more helpful for Christian theology.”49  
 Tillich, on the other hand, argued that Heidegger’s conclusions “do not come from 
existentialism but from the medieval Catholic mystical tradition within which he lived as a 
seminarian.” In this, he noted, Heidegger belonged in the same category as Kierkegaard, whose 
thought was rooted in Pietistic Lutheranism. “All of these answers then are derived not from 
existentialism but from religious traditions,” Tillich concluded.50 Elsewhere, he described 
Heidegger’s early thought as comprising “a sort of Augustinian-colored mysticism”; Heidegger, 
                                                
47 Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. 35. 
48 It was precisely the later Heidegger’s equating of ontology with transcendence that Hans Jonas opposed in his 
famous keynote address at the conference on Heidegger and theology at Drew University in 1964. See Hans Jonas, 
“Heidegger and Theology,” Review of Metaphysics, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Dec. 1964), pp. 207-33. For a sense of the furor 
caused by Jonas’s speech, see Paul L. Montgomery, “Scholar Breaks With Heidegger,” New York Times, April 11, 
1964. See also Woessner, Heidegger in America, pp. 112-19; and Richard Wolin, Heidegger’s Children: Hannah 
Arendt, Karl Löwith, Hans Jonas, and Herbert Marcuse (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2001), ch. 5. 
49 Erich Dinkler, “Martin Heidegger,” in Carl Michalson, ed. Christianity and the Existentialists (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1956), pp. 126, 116. For a thorough, if somewhat biased, account of Heidegger as a mystic, see 
John D. Caputo, The Mystical Element in Heidegger’s Thought (Athens, OH.: Ohio University Press, 1977). 
50 Tillich, “Heidegger and Jaspers,” p. 20. 
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Tillich wrote, had helped him to reach a “new understanding of the relation between philosophy 
and theology.”51 Whatever the specifics of their respective analyses, however, it was clear that 
many Protestants on both sides of the Atlantic read Heidegger within a broadly theistic, if not 
outright Christian, framework. As Martin Woessner has recently made clear, “Heidegger was 
first read in the United States by religious-minded commentators within the framework of 
Christian existentialism.”52 The primary explanation for the ease with which theologians like 
Tillich and his contemporaries rehabilitated a theological reading of anxiety, then, is that it had 
never truly gone away in the first place. 
 In contrast to Pattison, Woessner, and virtually every commentator on the subject, we can 
thus perhaps best characterize Tillich not as a Christian existentialist, but as a post-
Enlightenment Christian ontologist.53 As he noted in 1960, “I have never been an existentialist in 
the sense that Kierkegaard or Heidegger is an existentialist.”54 Contra existentialism, for 
example, Tillich held that there was no inherent conflict between ontology and the idea of a 
transcendent divinity: “In the moment in which one says that God is or that he has being, the 
question arises as to how his relation to being is understood,” noted Tillich in the second volume 
                                                
51 Paul Tillich, On the Boundary: An Autobiographical Sketch (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966), pp. 56-7. 
52 Woessner, Heidegger in America, p. 120. Chapter three of Woessner’s book is an excellent account of 
Heidegger’s reception among American theologians and religious thinkers. Nevertheless, as will become apparent, I 
disagree with Woessner’s characterization of Tillich as a Christian existentialist. Of more consequence, I also 
disagree with his reading of Tillich’s The Courage to Be as an overwhelmingly Heideggerian text. See ibid., pp. 
105-8. 
53 It is important to note that Tillich’s ontology had sources beyond Heidegger; Schelling’s continued influence, in 
particular, played an important role in the formation of Tillich’s ontology. See Lee C. Barrett, “Paul Tillich: An 
Ambivalent Appropriation,” in Kierkegaard Research: Sources, Reception and Resources, Volume 10: 
Kierkegaard’s Influence on Theology, Tome I: German Protestant Theology, ed. Jon Stewart (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2012), p. 344. 
54 Tillich, On the Boundary, p. 51. 
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of his Systematic Theology. “The only possible answer seems to be that God is being-itself.”55 
Heidegger’s ontology therefore gave Tillich a way of engaging with Kierkegaard’s themes free 
from the cognitive dissonance that Tillich believed afflicted Christian existentialism. Heidegger, 
too, dealt with anxiety, guilt, and the contemporary loss of meaning, and he did so in a way that 
didn’t conflict with Tillich’s systematizing tendencies. Although it would be a stretch to include 
Heidegger alongside the great system-builders of modern philosophy like Leibniz, Fichte, or 
Hegel, he certainly didn’t exhibit the overwhelming hostility to systems that characterizes 
Kierkegaard’s philosophy; for the author of a three-volume Systematic Theology, the aim of 
which was to “present the method and the structure of a theological system written from an 
apologetic point of view and carried through in a continuous correlation with philosophy,” this 
was hardly insignificant.56  
 Like Heidegger, Tillich considered anxiety to be one of the primary vectors through 
which human being was disclosed. But unlike Heidegger, who, as we saw in an earlier chapter, 
had little interest in the embodied aspects of phenomenology and repeatedly dismissed 
psychology as a merely ontic endeavor, Tillich interpreted anxiety from a psychosomatic as well 
as a transcendent perspective. His post-World War II thought was underpinned by what we 
might term a theologico-somatic holism. Tillich’s holism gave equal weight to the spiritual and 
psychosomatic manifestations of the crisis described by the existentialists, interpreting both 
through the prism of anxiety. If the idea of a holism grounded in an analysis of anxiety sounds 
familiar, it should: Tillich’s commitment to the medical and psychological aspects of human 
being was shaped by his friendship with Kurt Goldstein, a relationship that lasted over 40 years 
                                                
55 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Volume II (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 11. 
56 Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. vii. 
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and spanned two continents.57 In the words of the theologian Kent Alan Meyer, Tillich and 
Goldstein “shared a common vision of human nature […] and [had] a mutual and ongoing 
impact on the development of each other’s thought.”58 As we will see, Goldstein’s influence is 
visible throughout Tillich’s major postwar works, especially the Systematic Theology and The 
Courage to Be. 
 Tillich and Goldstein first met at a Kant symposium in the mid-1920s; in 1928, Goldstein 
and his collaborator Adhémar Gelb attended a series of lectures Tillich delivered in Davos.59 The 
following year, Tillich was appointed to a position as Professor of Theology at Frankfurt, an 
event that caused Goldstein, who had been based in Frankfurt since before World War I, to 
“rejoic[e].”60 Thanks to the presence of the nearby Institute for Social Research, whose members 
included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Fromm, Frankfurt had 
become a center of interdisciplinary research, especially following the appointment of the 
                                                
57 As Anne Harrington has noted, it is surprising that so little has been written on the relationship between Tillich 
and Goldstein. Although one early biography of Tillich, written by his former student and friend Wilhelm Pauck, 
lists more index entries for Goldstein than either Heidegger or Kierkegaard, the relationship has been so neglected as 
to be almost non-existent in the Anglophone literature. See, respectively, Anne Harrington, Reenchanted Science: 
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(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1989), p. 343. Cited in Harrington, Reenchanted Science, p. 257n84. 
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Tillich: Leben-Werk-Wirkung (Darmstadt: Wis Buchge, 2007) 
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philosopher and diplomat Kurt Riezler as the university’s provost in 1927.61 Tillich and 
Goldstein used the collaborative opportunities at Frankfurt to both explore their abiding interests 
in related fields – psychology and philosophy in the case of Tillich, philosophy and theology in 
the case of Goldstein – and strengthen their personal and professional ties to one another. Tillich 
was soon appointed co-director of the university’s Philosophical Seminar alongside the gestalt 
psychologist Max Wertheimer, whose links to Goldstein were outlined in the previous chapter. 
Wertheimer was, in turn, the co-director of Frankfurt’s Psychological Institute with Gelb. This 
brought Tillich and Goldstein in regular contact with one another since, in Mitchell Ash’s words, 
“The Psychological Institute shared library space with the Philosophical Seminar, which made 
interaction an ordinary occurrence. Students of the time vividly remember interdisciplinary 
faculty colloquia.”62 Indeed, Tillich and Goldstein were at the forefront of those colloquia, co-
teaching seminars and sharing a number of students during their time together in Frankfurt.63 
 Just as it did with Goldstein, however, the rise of the Third Reich threw Tillich’s life into 
disarray. After publicly criticizing the National Socialist government and urging a “socialist 
decision,” Tillich was dismissed from his position at Frankfurt in 1933.64 As Tillich famously 
and rather hubristically noted to a journalist at the New York Post, he “had the great honor and 
                                                
61 During his time at Frankfurt, Tillich supervised Adorno’s habilitation thesis on Kierkegaard, which was composed 
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Construction of the Aesthetic, trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989). For 
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théologique et philosophique, Vol. 47, No. 3 (October 1991), pp. 343-55; and Georg Neugebauer, “Paul Tillich und 
die Dialektik der Aufklärung,” in Aufgeklärte Religion und ihre Probleme: Schleiermacher, Troeltsch, Tillich, ed. 
Ulrich Barth (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), pp. 477-512. 
62 Mitchell Ash, Gestalt Psychology in German Culture, 1890-1967: Holism and the Quest for Objectivity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 214-15. 
63 Harrington, Reenchanted Science, p. 159. 
64 See Paul Tillich, The Socialist Decision (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), originally published in German in 
January 1933, the month that Hitler assumed power. 
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luck to be about the first non-Jewish professor dismissed from a German university.”65 Reinhold 
Niebuhr, who, along with his brother H. Richard had co-translated Tillich’s The Religious 
Situation in 1931, quickly arranged for Tillich to take up a position at the Union Theological 
Seminar.66 Goldstein joined Tillich in New York in 1935, having himself left Germany in 1933, 
first for Switzerland and then Amsterdam. Tillich and Goldstein’s professional and personal 
relationship continued in exile, as a large group of German-speaking émigrés gathered at 
institutions across New York. Their friendship continued even after Tillich left UTS, first for 
Harvard in 1954 and then on to the University of Chicago in 1962: in 1959, Tillich contributed a 
laudatory article on “The Significance of Kurt Goldstein for Philosophy of Religion” to a special 
edition of the Journal of Individual Psychology dedicated to Goldstein. In September 1965, 
Tillich journeyed from Chicago to New York to make one of his final public appearances at 
Goldstein’s funeral, despite the series of heart attacks that would claim his own life a month 
later.67 
 But Goldstein’s impact on Tillich went beyond the quotidian facts of biography. As 
Tillich’s career progressed, his work was increasingly marked by (at least) two preoccupations: 
the first, as suggested above, was a concern for the relation between spiritual and psychosomatic 
health;68 intimately related to these issues of pastoral care was the foundational role anxiety had 
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come to assume in Tillich’s theology. That anxiety had become central to Tillich’s thought is 
immediately apparent from even a cursory glance at his major postwar works. In the first volume 
of the Systematic Theology, Tillich declared that “Anxiety about meaningless is the 
characteristically human form of ontological anxiety. It is the form of anxiety which only a being 
can have in whose nature freedom and destiny are united.”69 In Volume II, Tillich expanded 
upon the link between anxiety and freedom in a sustained commentary on Kierkegaard’s account 
of original sin. According to Tillich, the story of the Fall is a symbolic representation of what he 
takes to be the most significant transformation in human history: the transition from essence to 
existence. Existence, he argued, is “the actual in every fact. We do exist and our world with us. 
[…] It sets the conditions of spacial and temporal existence.”70 
 On Tillich’s telling, anxiety was both the cause and the consequence of the shift from 
essence to existence. Man’s awareness of his potential for sin produces an “anxious freedom” 
that demands to be resolved one way or another; caught on the precipice between “dreaming 
innocence” (essence) and the “actuality of being” (existence), man affirms the priority of 
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account of the fall and understanding of sin owes more to the tradition of German idealism, and especially Kant, 
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existence over essence through the act of original sin.71 This is far from the end of the story, 
however, for at the precise moment of the transition from essence to existence, anxiety is born 
again in sin. Where in the prelapsarian world anxiety was the driving force behind the temptation 
to sin, in the aftermath of the Fall it is the result of the primary consequence of sin, namely, 
mankind’s newly acquired finitude. Tillich’s emphasis on anxiety’s grounding in death is 
perhaps his clearest departure from Kierkegaard, for whom anxiety was fundamentally a product 
of guilt; for Tillich, guilt is a just another consequence, albeit a highly significant one, of the 
Fall. It is in this sense that anxiety can be thought of as both cause and consequence of the Fall. 
As Tillich explained in The Courage to Be, “The anxiety of death is the permanent horizon 
within which the anxiety of fate is at work.”72 The fact of our nonbeing – “finitude in 
awareness,” as Tillich termed it – in turn fuels the guilt and anxiety that defines the human 
condition.73 
So far, so “Kierkeggerian.” But in volume three of Systematic Theology, Tillich’s 
analysis of anxiety moved decisively beyond the purview of the Copenhagen-Marburg axis. In a 
section entitled “Healing, Salvation, and the Spiritual Presence,” Tillich developed a biologically 
grounded theology that drew extensively on Goldstein’s analysis of the organism. From a 
medical perspective, sickness and disease affect individuals in precisely the manner Goldstein 
suggested: “An injury of a small part of the body (for example, an injured finger) always has 
some impact on the biological and psychological dynamics of a person as a whole,” noted 
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Tillich.74 But Tillich moved beyond the confines of medicine to insist upon a maximal form of 
holism: true health was the product of a unity between mind, body, and spirit. Much as Goldstein 
argued that injury precludes the actualization of an organism’s existential goals, Tillich held that 
disease prevents the fulfillment of our spiritual mission. By the same token, however, Tillich’s 
position suggests that health can have a positive impact upon the spiritual as well as 
psychosomatic aspects of human being: “Since disease is a disruption of centeredness under all 
dimensions of life, the drive for health, for healing, must also occur under all dimensions.”75 
Tillich thus accords the process of healing a privileged status as the site at which the 
infinite horizon of the Kingdom of God is united with the temporal manifestation of the divine 
presence. Indeed, since healing “is produced by action in all realms,” including the spiritual, 
Tillich holds that health constitutes a special function of being itself.76 On the basis of his 
analysis, Tillich argues that contemporary medicine – and especially psychotherapy – proceeds 
from an incomplete understanding of health. Therapists and other mental health clinicians hold 
out the promise of relieving the “negativities of man’s existential situation – anxiety, guilt, 
despair, emptiness, and so on.” But therapy’s claim to overcome the problem of existential 
alienation is only possible if therapists regard existence as a purely immanent phenomenon, a 
perspective that commits them to denying what Tillich terms the “vertical line in man’s 
encounter with reality” – that is to say, both our estrangement from, and the possibility of our 
reunion with, transcendence. Psychotherapy offers a secular solution to a secular problem, but 
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immanence alone is insufficient. Without spiritual well being, a person cannot be considered 
truly healthy: health and salvation are complementary and ultimately indistinguishable processes. 
Tillich demonstrated this point by distinguishing between two understandings of anxiety; 
on the one hand there is an “existential anxiety to be conquered by a courage created by the 
Spiritual Presence,” and on the other there is a “neurotic anxiety to be conquered by analysis.”77 
Although he speaks of the need for therapists to differentiate between these two modes of 
anxiety, Tillich’s real point is that such artificial distinctions would dissolve in the face of a truly 
holistic form of healing. Tillich publicly acknowledged Goldstein’s influence on the 
development of his holistic theology of well being in the tribute to his former colleague Tillich 
published between the second and third volumes of Systematic Theology. Goldstein, he wrote, “is 
interested in man in his totality, and he defends the ‘total’ character of the organism […] against 
the attempts to explain it in terms of isolated parts and processes. […] This ‘monistic’ view of 
human nature and of the nature of life generally is extremely important for an understanding of 
religion.”78  
Goldstein’s presence is arguably even more evident in The Courage to Be, a work that 
repackaged much of the first volume of Systematic Theology for a popular audience.79 The 
central theme of The Courage to Be is the elective affinity between courage and anxiety. In 
keeping with the other figures in the theologico-philosophical tradition, Tillich held that true 
anxiety – “the anxiety of a finite being about the threat of nonbeing,” as he put it – is a 
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permanent, constitutive part of human being that cannot be dismissed or argued away.80 Instead, 
individuals must affirm their being through a direct confrontation with anxiety, something only 
possible on the basis of a courage grounded in ultimate transcendence: “The ultimate source of 
the courage to be is the ‘God above God’; this is the result of our demand to transcend theism. 
Only if the God of theism is transcended can the anxiety of doubt and meaninglessness be taken 
into the courage to be.”81 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Tillich’s unorthodox depiction of the “God 
above the God of theism” raised a few eyebrows within theological circles.82 Indeed, such was 
the emphasis on anxiety in The Courage to Be that a number of Tillich’s more conservative 
colleagues at UTS accused him of having abandoned the basic principles of Christianity; a public 
debate was convened at the seminary to settle the matter, with Tillich being represented by a 
young professor named John Dillenberger.83 
Despite Martin Woessner’s claim that The Courage to Be is a straightforwardly 
Heideggerian document, Tillich’s analysis of the relationship between courage and anxiety is at 
least as grounded in Goldstein’s treatment of the subject in The Organism.84 To begin with, 
Tillich’s definition of courage as “the affirmation of one’s essential nature, one’s inner aim or 
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entelechy” is highly reminiscent of Goldstein’s description of self-actualization as an organism’s 
“tendency to actualize […] its individual capacities, its ‘nature’, in the world.”85 The similarities 
continue in the authors’ respective characterization of the relationship between courage and 
anxiety: “The capacity of bearing anxiety is the manifestation of genuine courage, where 
ultimately one is not concerned with the things in the world but with the threatening of 
existence,” argued Goldstein.86 Thirteen years later, Tillich declared that, “Courage is the self-
affirmation of being in spite of the fact of nonbeing. It is the act of the individual self in taking 
the anxiety of nonbeing upon itself by affirming itself either as part of an embracing whole or in 
its individual selfhood.”87 Most strikingly, Tillich also followed Goldstein – and, just as 
crucially, implicitly rejected Kierkegaard and Heidegger – in asserting the physiological basis of 
the phenomena: “Anxiety and courage have a psychosomatic character. They are biological as 
well as psychological.”88 As he does throughout The Courage to Be, Tillich here echoes not 
merely the sentiment, but the precise language, of Goldstein’s understanding of anxiety. 
 Although the basic fact – much less the extent – of Tillich’s debt to Goldstein has until 
now been largely overlooked, it has significance for our understanding of not only the reach of 
Goldstein’s ideas and the development of Tillich’s theology, but also the construction and 
character of the discourse on anxiety in postwar America. For all of his importance to the fields 
of neurology and psychology, Goldstein was not a figure with especially wide cultural currency. 
Even if Tillich, Hans Jonas, and Ernst Cassirer are to believed and Goldstein’s organismic 
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biology made a decisive contribution to the fields of theology and philosophy, it remains the case 
that his works had little circulation beyond a select group of scientists, clinicians, and émigré 
intellectuals.89 Tillich, by contrast, was a high-profile thinker whose essays, lectures, radio 
broadcasts, and books attracted an audience far beyond the confines of Protestant theology. One 
recent article by an evangelical theologian disapprovingly, if accurately, describes Tillich as a 
“kind of rock-star academic […] broadcasting his professorial charisma”; Andrew Finstuen 
rather more soberly notes that “Few intellectuals, before or since, have enjoyed the popularity 
that Tillich achieved in the decades after World War II.”90 Works like The Courage to Be were 
intellectual blockbusters of their day, read and discussed by academics, clerics, and ordinary 
members of the public alike.91 Even if they never learned his name, these audiences came to be 
indirectly acquainted with Goldstein’s holistic biology, and in particular his medically oriented 
understanding of anxiety, through Tillich’s work. 
 From a wider perspective, Tillich was one of a select number of figures – including 
Niebuhr, Hiltner, and John Robinson – responsible for bringing anxiety into the mainstream of 
American theology. Moreover, he did so at the precise moment at which religious observance in 
the United States was enjoying arguably its most significant revival since the Third Great 
Awakening and the rise of the Pentecostal movement in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 
Anxiety had infiltrated the vocabulary of American Protestantism just as Protestantism was 
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reestablishing itself within the American consciousness. Anxiety provided Christian 
existentialists (or, in the case of Tillich, ontologists) with a framework through which they could 
make sense of the culture of doubt and nihilism afflicting the spiritual health of the nation. As 
Tillich himself put it, “The act of accepting meaninglessness is in itself a meaningful act. It is an 
act of faith.”92 As we will see in the next section, anxiety functioned similarly within a 
psychotherapeutic context. Given the overlap between the two fields – embodied most obviously 
in the figure of Rollo May, whose 1950 work The Meaning of Anxiety was based upon the 
doctoral dissertation May wrote under Tillich’s supervision at UTS – this should perhaps come 
as no surprise. Neither Paul Tillich, nor did postwar theology more generally, made America 
anxious. Considered alongside the discourses on anxiety that emerged in numerous other fields 
in the years during and after World War II, however, it becomes clear that theological – and 





“It is the fate of certain poems to become short-hand notes on history” – so declared Jacques 
Barzun in his early review of W.H. Auden’s The Age of Anxiety. “The very title,” he continued, 
“roots it in our generation.”93 Even for a scholar of Barzun’s acuity, these were prescient words. 
Within a few months of its publication in July 1947, The Age of Anxiety had become an 
inescapable part of the cultural landscape, referenced by intellectuals, academics, and artists 
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alike. The poem won Auden the 1948 Pulitzer Prize for Poetry and inspired a symphony by 
Leonard Bernstein, itself adapted into a ballet by the American choreographer Jerome Robbins. 
Bernstein declared his source to be “one of the most shattering examples of pure virtuosity in the 
history of English poetry,” while Barzun concluded his review by comparing The Age of Anxiety 
to Shakespeare’s Tempest and proclaiming Auden the “greatest living poet in English.”94 
Nevertheless, its critical reception was mixed: the Times Literary Supplement contended that 
The Age of Anxiety was Auden’s “one dull book, his one failure,” while Delmore Schwartz 
condemned it as “the most self-indulgent book Auden has written,” a critique echoed by John 
Berryman, who suggested that the poem read like “a parody of Auden by somebody very 
pretentious and uncertain, but so gifted that it can only be Auden himself.”95 
 The ambivalent response to The Age of Anxiety hints at one of the singular ironies of mid-
twentieth-century Anglophone literature: that a work known to almost everyone was read by 
almost no one. In a career marked by an almost perverse celebration of the abstruse, The Age of 
Anxiety is perhaps Auden’s most forbidding and esoteric work. “It would be interesting to know 
what fraction of those who begin reading it persist to the end,” asked Alan Jacobs in his 
introduction to the most recent edition of The Age of Anxiety.96 But we can go further still: it 
would be interesting to know what fraction of those who cited Auden’s title made it beyond the 
title page. Part of the difficulty with the poem, both then and now, lies in its extreme distance 
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from its purported subject matter; as the British poet and classicist Patric Dickinson noted shortly 
after the poem’s publication, “Purely as a work of art, it seems utterly remote from living 
experience, quite emotionless.”97 Read in isolation, The Age of Anxiety is also far removed from 
one of its obvious sources of inspiration: the philosophy of Kierkegaard. “The fears we know / 
Are of not knowing,” notes Emble, in a succinct expression of the theologico-philosophical 
definition of anxiety.98 
 Before considering the nature and specifics of Auden’s relationship with Kierkegaard, we 
should first pause a moment to note that he was far from the only literary figure in postwar 
America to be influenced by Kierkegaard and to integrate themes of anxiety into his or her 
work.99 James Baldwin, Donald Barthelme, Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, William Styron, 
and John Updike were just a few of the prominent mid-century American writers whose work 
was shaped by their encounter with the Danish theologian. In an essay of 1966, Joyce Carol 
Oates described Kierkegaard and Kafka as O’Connor’s “most important ancestors,” before 
characterizing the Catholic writer’s world as “Kierkegaardian anguish in the face of man’s 
certitude and Kafkan anguish in the face of man’s ignorance.”100 Updike, who contributed a 
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foreword to several editions of The Seducer’s Diary, has noted that after first reading Fear and 
Trembling in 1955 or 1956, “For a time, I thought of all my fiction as illustrations of 
Kierkegaard.”101 Stingo, the protagonist of Styron’s 1979 novel Sophie’s Choice, speaks of being 
“assaulted by Kierkegaardian dread” on his “anxiety-sick funereal journey across the Virginian 
lowlands.”102 Donald Barthelme’s dialogic short story “Kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel” pits the 
former’s The Concept of Irony against the latter’s novel Lucinde, while in “The Leap,” a later 
story also published in The New Yorker, one character expresses disagreement with 
Kierkegaard’s notion of purity of heart; “Is it permitted to differ with Kierkegaard?” “Not only 
permitted but necessary,” his interlocutor replies, “If you love him.”103 
 Outside of Auden himself, perhaps the America writer to most thoroughly engage with 
Kierkegaard was Walker Percy, who described the experience of reading Kierkegaard as a 
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“bombshell.”104 In an interview in 1962, Percy named Kierkegaard as one of the three most 
important writers to him, alongside Augustine and Dostoyevsky.105 Indeed, so readily was Percy 
associated with Kierkegaard, and existentialism more generally, that it became something of a 
joke; in a fictional self-interview of 1977, Percy asked himself, “Do you have any favorite dead 
writers?” Answer: “Please don’t ask me about Dostoyevsky and Kierkegaard.”106 But it was in a 
1957 essay – in fact, a review of Fromm’s The Sane Society – entitled “The Coming Crisis in 
Psychiatry” that Percy came closest to engaging with the themes explored by the likes of Fromm 
himself, May, Tillich, and, as we will see, Auden. Summarizing the “traditional analytic view,” 
Percy notes that anxiety and guilt have only been treated as symptoms of a greater problem – an 
outcome, he argues (in a passage that could have been lifted straight from Binswanger), of 
Freud’s adherence to the “biological method of medical science.” Where the Freudian regards 
guilt and anxiety as “overt signs of covert psychic disorder,” Percy praises Fromm for affirming 
that these phenomena are entirely appropriate reactions “for the man who confronts himself and 
discovers – nothing. This is the age of anxiety because it is the age of the loss of self.”107 
Although Percy’s formulation is lifted almost exactly from The Sane Society – “If the modern 
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age has rightly been called the age of anxiety, it is primarily because of this anxiety engendered 
by the lack of self,” noted Fromm – it is nonetheless clear that Percy is in agreement.108 
 All of these literary engagements with Kierkegaard, however, postdated that of Auden, 
who was perhaps the first major Anglophone literary figure – and certainly the first transatlantic 
one – to explicitly incorporate Kierkegaard into his writing. Auden’s acquaintance with 
Kierkegaard began in England the late 1930s, in the midst of an especially unsettled period that 
saw the poet spend time in England, Iceland, Spain, China, Germany, Belgium, and, eventually, 
his adopted home of New York. Born in York in February 1907, Wystan Hugh Auden was raised 
in the Midlands following his father’s appointment as medical officer and lecturer in public 
health at Birmingham University.109 At the age of eight, Auden began attending St Edmund’s, a 
boarding school in Surrey, where he forged a lifelong relationship with Christopher Isherwood; 
the two would later become occasional lovers and collaborate on three plays and a book about 
their experiences observing the Sino-Japanese War – 1939’s Journey to a War – before 
emigrating to the United States together. After attending Christ Church College, Oxford from 
1925-1928, where he befriended some of the most significant British poets of the twentieth 
century – including Louis MacNiece, with whom Auden collaborated on Letters from Iceland 
(1937); Cecil Day-Lewis; and Stephen Spender – Auden’s first volume of poetry, entitled, 
simply, Poems, was published was published by Faber & Faber in 1930. Poems and plays 
followed steadily throughout the 1930s, a remarkable achievement considering his peripatetic 
lifestyle, but as the decade wore on, and especially following his return from the Spanish Civil 
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War in 1937, Auden became increasingly disillusioned with what he termed the “values of 
liberal humanism.”110 
 In the midst of this personal and political crisis, Auden began to consider a return to 
Anglicanism, the faith he had abandoned at the age of 13.111 One of the decisive figures in 
prompting Auden’s spiritual reawakening was Charles Williams, a senior editor at Oxford 
University Press whom Auden befriended after his return from Spain. An Anglican layman, 
Williams was a close associate of the Inklings, the Oxford literary group that included C.S. 
Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien, and the author of numerous poems, plays, novels, and biographies, as 
well as literary and historical studies of theology.112 For Auden, what began as a professional 
acquaintance – Williams had agreed to publish the Oxford Book of Light Verse Auden was 
editing – quickly developed into a life-changing friendship.113 Of his initial meeting with 
Williams, Auden later recalled, “for the first time in my life [I] felt myself in the presence of 
personal sanctity.”114 In Williams, Auden saw living proof of the possibility of authentic 
Christian faith; his desire to emulate Williams's spirituality would culminate in Auden officially 
joining the Episcopal Church in 1940. 
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 Of equal and lasting significance to both Auden’s faith and his poetry, Williams was also 
responsible for introducing Auden to Kierkegaard’s thought. Although curiously overlooked by 
historians of the Anglophone reception of Kierkegaard, Williams played a considerable role in 
the initial effort to translate Kierkegaard into English.115 Some of the earliest English-language 
works on and by Kierkegaard – including Theodore Haecker’s 1937 biography, Lowrie’s 1938 
sourcebook, the Journals (1938), The Point of View for My Work as an Author (1939), and The 
Present Age and Two Minor Ethico-Religious Treatises (1940) – were published by OUP under 
Williams’s supervision, before a series of disagreements led the translators to seek a new home 
for their project at Princeton University Press.116 It is likely that Auden and Williams discussed 
Kierkegaard during their first meeting in Oxford, but Auden’s serious engagement with 
Kierkegaard’s thought only began following the 1939 publication of Williams’s Descent of the 
Dove: A History of the Holy Spirit in the Church, which included six laudatory pages on the 
Danish theologian.117 By this point, Auden was living in New York, having completed his 
controversial and highly publicized – by the British press, at least, who accused Auden and 
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Isherwood of cowardice and even treason for abandoning their nation on the eve of war – move 
on January 26 of that year. 
 New York was the ideal environment for a left-leaning German-speaking intellectual 
interested in Kierkegaard and Auden quickly fell in with the same group of European émigrés 
that included Kurt Goldstein, becoming especially close to Hannah Arendt, Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessey, Wolfgang Köhler, and Reinhold and Ursula Niebuhr.118 The Niebuhrs introduced 
Auden to Paul Tillich and provided him with mimeographed copies of Tillich’s lectures on 
systematic theology at UTS.119 On reading Tillich’s lectures, Auden was surprised to find many 
of the central concepts of his own poetics expressed in explicitly theological terms. Tillich’s 
distinctive vocabulary soon began to populate Auden’s poetry, with references to the Abyss, the 
Void, the Demonic, and Kairos appearing with increasing frequency.120 All the while, Auden 
continued his sustained reading of Kierkegaard, no doubt inspired by his new friends – Tillich 
and Niebuhr were, after all, two of America’s foremost experts on Kierkegaard at the time; in a 
letter of March 11, 1940, Auden told E.R. Dodds, his former tutor at Oxford, “Am reading 
                                                
118 Anne Harrington has suggested in an aside that Auden almost certainly knew Goldstein and was acquainted with 
his work. See Harrington, Reenchanted Science, p. 148. Auden became especially close to Köhler, Goldstein’s 
former colleague in Frankfurt, when the former taught at Köhler’s new home of Swarthmore College from 1942-45. 
Auden became especially close to New York’s exiled Jewish intellectuals following his return to the city after 
teaching at Swarthmore in August 1945. See Edward Mendelson, Later Auden (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1999), p. 259. 
119 Brian Conniff, “Answering Herod: W.H. Auden, Paul Tillich, Ernst Troller, and the Demonic,” in W.H. Auden: A 
Legacy, ed. David Garrett Izzo (West Cornwall, CT.: Locust Hill Press, 2002), p. 307. Auden’s friendship with the 
Niebuhrs was especially close: Reinhold for all intents and purposes tutored Auden in Tillich’s thought and Auden 
was a frequent dinner guest at the Niebuhrs’ apartment. Auden dedicated Nomos, the volume of poetry collected 
between 1947-50, to the Niebuhrs. 
120 See, for example, W.H. Auden, “Kairos and Logos,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: 
Vintage, 1991), pp. 305-10. 
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Kierkegaard’s Journal at the moment which is fascinating.”121 Kierkegaard’s Journals are listed 
among the “Modern Sources” cited by Auden in the Notes to New Year Letter, the first long 
work he completed following his move to America, and the first to contain explicit references to 
Kierkegaard: “Ironic KIERKEGAARD stared long / And muttered, ‘All are in the wrong’.”122 
 Kierkegaard quickly became an essential part of Auden’s worldview, informing both his 
poetry and his understanding of the intellectual and spiritual climate that had brought Hitler to 
power. References to Kierkegaard and his themes proliferated in Auden’s work, most notably in 
“For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio,” in which Herod proclaims that “the notion of a 
finite God is absurd,” and 1940’s “Leap Before You Look,” which speaks of “A solitude ten 
thousand fathoms deep,” a reference to Kierkegaard’s famous image of the condition of faith as 
existing “out on 70,000 fathoms of water.”123 Edward Mendelson has outlined the depth of 
Auden’s regard for Kierkegaard, going so far as to argue that, “In the early 1940s [Auden] found 
the structure of his thought in the work of Søren Kierkegaard.”124 How to explain this effluence 
of Kierkegaardiana? As Brian Conniff has pointed out, Auden saw in Kierkegaard - as he did, to 
a lesser extent, Williams - an exemplar for how to live a genuinely Christian life. In particular, 
                                                
121 W.H. Auden, Letter to E.R. Dobbs, March 11, 1940, cited in Carpenter, W.H. Auden, p. 92. Ursula Niebuhr has 
spoken of an extensive conversation she and Reinhold had with Auden about Kierkegaard’s understanding of 
anxiety in a New York coffee shop. See Stone, Politics and Faith, p. 121. 
122 W.H. Auden, “New Year Letter,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: Vintage, 1991), p. 
230. New Year Letter was written between January-April, 1940 and published in 1941. 
123 W.H. Auden, “For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New 
York: Vintage, 1991), p. 394; W.H. Auden, “Leap Before You Look,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson 
(New York: Vintage, 1991), p. 312; Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical 
Fragments, Volume I, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1992), 
p. 204. Auden directly quotes Kierkegaard’s formulation in The Sea and the Mirror, in which Prospero asks, “shall I 
ever be able / To stop myself from telling them what I am doing, – / Sailing alone, out over seventy thousand 
fathoms – ?” W.H. Auden, “The Sea and the Mirror,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: 
Vintage, 1991), p. 409. For more references to Kierkegaard in Auden’s poetry in this period, see “In Sickness and in 
Health” (1940) and “New Year Letter” (1941), both in Collected Poems. 
124 Edward Mendelson, “Introduction,” in The Complete Works of W.H. Auden: Prose, Volume III, 1949-1955, ed. 
Edward Mendelson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 3. 
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Auden followed Kierkegaard in affirming that true faith is a journey: Christianity was not a 
destination to be reached, but a quest to be lived.125 Long after his ardor for Kierkegaard had 
cooled, Auden continued to acknowledge his spiritual debt to the thinker who had, by his own 
admission, “knocked the conceit out of me.”126 In 1972’s “A Thanksgiving,” for example, a short 
poem published two years before his death, Auden declared that “Wild Kierkegaard, Williams 
and Lewis / guided me back to belief.”127 
 Auden also found in Kierkegaard a language for expressing the uncertainties of faith. In a 
remarkable section of “For the Time Being” entitled “The Summons,” Auden restages the story 
of the Nativity in the idiom of Kierkegaardian existentialism; after gathering together the Three 
Wise Men, the Star of Nativity warns them, 
 
Beware. All those who follow me are led 
Onto that Glassy Mountain where are no 
Footholds for logic, to that Bridge of Dread 
Where knowledge but increases vertigo.”128  
 
                                                
125 Conniff, “Answering Herod,” p. 302. For Auden on the journey of becoming a Christian, see “A Preface,” p. 214. 
126 Auden, in discussion with his friend Oliver Sacks. Quoted in Mendelson, Later Auden, p. 130. 
127 W.H. Auden, Thank You, Fog: Last Poems of W.H. Auden (New York: Random House, 1974), p. 36. Auden’s 
enthusiasm for Kierkegaard began to wane in the mid-1950s and is most succinctly summarized in the following line 
from Academic Graffiti, a series of clerihews written between 1952-70: “Søren Kierkegaard/ Tried awfully hard/ To 
take The Leap/ But fell in a heap.” W.H. Auden, “Academic Graffiti,”  in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson 
(New York: Vintage, 1991), p. 681. See also Auden’s (perhaps rather unfair) comment that “A planetary visitor 
could read through the whole of [Kierkegaard’s] voluminous works without discovering that human beings are not 
ghosts but have bodies of flesh and blood.” Auden, Modern Canterbury Pilgrims, p. 43. 
128 W.H. Auden, “For the Time Being,” p. 368. 
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These lines indicate Auden’s increasing preoccupation with dread and anxiety, themes that 
recurred in his mid-century writings with “near-obsessive frequency.”129 The path to Jesus, 
Auden appeared to be telling his readers, is fraught with peril. Auden began to systematically 
explore the territory that would inform The Age of Anxiety in a series of prose writings that 
underlined his familiarity with Kierkegaard’s treatment of the subject.130 In his 1943 essay 
“Purely Subjective,” Auden declared, “I can and must ask: ‘Who am I? Do I want to be? Who I 
want and who ought I to become?’ I am, in fact, an anxious subject. That is my religious 
problem.”131 A year later, Auden reviewed Either/Or, the last of Kierkegaard’s major works to 
appear in English, for The New Republic. Speaking perhaps more for himself than Kierkegaard, 
Auden wrote that, 
 
the basic human problem is man's anxiety in time; e.g. his present anxiety over himself in 
relation to his past and his parents (Freud), his present anxiety over himself in relation to his 
future and his neighbors (Marx), his present anxiety over himself in relation to eternity and God 
(Kierkegaard).132 
 
 To be sure, dread had been an important part of Auden’s poetic lexicon since the very 
beginning of his career: 1930’s “Consider” for example, makes reference to people being “seized 
                                                
129 Wetzsteon, Influential Ghosts, p. 86. 
130 Wetzsteon notes that although Lowrie’s translation of The Concept of Dread didn’t appear until 1944, Auden 
would have been familiar with the (very) extensive passages quoted in Lowrie’s 1938 biography, as well as related 
passages in Kierkegaard’s Journals. ibid. 
131 W.H. Auden, “Purely Subjective,” in The Complete Works of W.H. Auden: Prose, Volume II, 1939-1948, ed. 
Edward Mendelson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2002), p. 184. Originally published in Chimera, 
Vol. 2, No. 1 (Summer 1943), pp. 3-22. 
132 W.H. Auden, “A Preface to Kierkegaard,” in The Complete Works of W.H. Auden: Prose, Volume II, 1939-1948, 
ed. Edward Mendelson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2002), p. 214. Auden’s review originally 
appeared in The New Republic, May 15, 1944, pp. 683-85. Volume I of the English translation of Either/Or was 
undertaken by David Swenson and his wife Lillian Marvin Swenson, with Volume II being completed by Lowrie. 
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with immeasurably neurotic dread.”133 But where once, as in “Consider,” dread had been 
expressed in a distinctively psychoanalytic idiom, by the 1940s it increasingly came to occupy 
theological concerns. As we have already seen in this chapter, and as Auden himself indicated in 
his review of Either/Or, psychoanalytic and theological readings of anxiety were far from 
mutually exclusive endeavors by the middle decades of the twentieth century. Auden’s 
fascination with psychoanalysis, and especially Freud, is well documented; his father, George 
Augustus Auden, was a specialist in child psychology and an early British advocate of Freud’s 
insights.134 Moreover, psychoanalysis and Kierkegaardian existentialism were natural allies in 
Auden’s wider attempt to depict the interior life of modernity; as he put it with reference to The 
Age of Anxiety, “What I’m after in my non-lyrical work is to find a valid way of presenting the 
modern consciousness, which not only embraces other times and spaces but reflects itself in 
itself.”135 
 For all that, however, Auden’s enthusiasm for Freud was more equivocal than is 
generally recognized: as early as 1929, he noted that, “The error of Freud and most psychologists 
is making pleasure a negative thing, progress towards a state of rest.”136 Even Auden’s celebrated 
eulogy for Freud, published shortly after the latter’s death in 1939, contains moments of genuine 
ambivalence: 
                                                
133 W.H. Auden, “Consider,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: Vintage, 1991), p. 62. 
134 See Rod Mengham, “Auden, Psychology, and Society,” in The Cambridge Companion to W.H. Auden, ed. Stan 
Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 165. 
135 W.H. Auden, quoted in Mendelson, Later Auden, p. 246. 
136 W.H. Auden, “Journals, 1929,” in The English Auden: Poems, Essays and Dramatic Writings,1927-1939, ed. 
Edward Mendelson (London: Faber and Faber, 1977), p. 299. See also Auden’s unpublished comment in the same 
journal, in which he writes that, “Freud says it is better to recollect infantile experiences than to repeat this. This is 





if often he was wrong and, at times, absurd 
to us he is no more a person 
now but a whole climate of opinion.137 
 
By the time Auden came to start work on The Age of Anxiety in 1944, he had further distanced 
himself from psychoanalysis. In a pseudonymous essay published in the liberal Catholic 
magazine Commonweal in 1942, Auden (as “Didymus”) asserted that psychoanalysis was a 
“pagan scientia” that trivialized sin and repentance; upon completion of psychoanalytic 
treatment, “immediately come seven devils, and the last state of that man is worse than the 
first.”138 Auden’s use of religious imagery to emphasize the failings of psychoanalysis was not 
simply a case of the poet playing to his audience. Rather, it reflects the extent to which, despite 
the Jungian schema of The Age of Anxiety – in which each character represents one of C.G. 
Jung’s psychological types – theology had eclipsed psychology as the primary form of personal 
salvation in Auden’s system of beliefs.139 Like his friend Tillich, Auden conceived of 
Christianity as a complete system that superseded the incomplete specificity of psychology.140 
It is plausible to suggest that Auden’s wartime experience played a significant role in his 
disillusionment with the practical applications of psychoanalysis. Despite the accusations of 
                                                
137 W.H. Auden, “In Memory of Sigmund Freud,” in Collected Poems, ed. Edward Mendelson (New York: Vintage, 
1991), p. 274. 
138 W.H. Auden, “Lecture Notes [I]” in Prose, Vol. II, p. 162. 
139 In The Age of Anxiety, Quant represents the psychological type of Intuition; Malin is Thought; Emble is 
Sensation; and Rosetta, perhaps inevitably for the poem’s only female character, is Feeling. Jung first developed his 
notion of archetypes in 1921’s Psychologische Typen; Auden first explored Jung’s psychological types in a section 
of “For the Time Being” entitled “The Four Faculties.” See C.G. Jung, Psychologische Typen (Zürich: Rascher 
Verlag, 1921) and Auden, For the Time Being. 
140 Reeves, “Auden and Religion,” p. 189. 
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cowardice that dogged him for the rest of his life, there is no doubt that Auden was profoundly 
affected by World War II, just as Tillich had been shaped by his experiences as a German Army 
chaplain on the Western front during World War I. The sense of enduring catastrophe that 
pervades The Age of Anxiety, in which, as Auden notes in one of the poem’s prose interludes, 
“everybody is reduced to the anxious status of a shady character or a displaced person,” was 
undoubtedly informed by his tour of duty as a major in the Bombing Research Analyst in the 
Morale Division of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey.141 As part of his service, Auden 
spent much of 1945 in Germany interviewing civilians as to the practical effects of the Allied 
bombing campaign. In the process, he was brought into direct contact not only with the 
devastation of Germany’s cities, but also survivors of extermination and concentration camps. 
One of his fellow analysts in the Division, Nicolas Nabokov, reported that upon seeing 
Darmstadt, 90% of which had been destroyed by bombing, Auden declared the results to be 
“beyond reasoning” and “ghastly,” asking, “Is it justified to reply to their mass-murder by our 
mass-murder? It seems terrifying to me.”142 Auden vividly depicted the scenes of bombing in 
The Age of Anxiety: 
 
Death and damage darted at our will, 
Bullets were about, blazing anger 
                                                
141 Auden, “The Age of Anxiety,” p. 449. 
142 Auden, quoted in Susannah Young-ah Gottlieb, Regions of Sorrow: Anxiety and Messianism in Hannah Arendt 
and W.H. Auden (Stanford, CA.: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 3. Auden’s experiences in the USSBS are 
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in Germany is perhaps best expressed in  his 1949 poem “Memorial for the City,” in which he writes of “The crow 
on the crematorium chimney / And the camera roving the battle / Record a space where time has no place.” W.H. 
Auden, “Memorial for the City,” Horizon, November, 1949, p. 287. The novelist James Stern served with Auden in 
the USSBS and fictionalized the latter in his celebrated 1947 novel The Hidden Damage. 
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Lunged from below, but we had laid our eggs 
Neatly in their nest, a nice deposit, 
Hatched in an instant; houses flamed in 
Shuddering sheets as we shed our big 
Tears on their town: we turned to come back,  
But at high altitudes, hostile brains 
Waited in the west, a wily flock 
Vowed to vengeance in the vast morning,143 
 
For a theologically committed writer like Auden, the implications of such scenes were 
immensely troubling; amongst other things, The Age of Anxiety is notable as one of the earliest 
poetic depictions of the Holocaust in any language.144 But for Auden, the answer to genocide and 
mass murder was not to be found in psychoanalysis, but in a reaffirmation of the power of 
transcendence, even if despairing. Auden best expressed his weary but committed Christianity in 
a section of The Age of Anxiety entitled “The Dirge”: 
 
 In the high heavens, 
 The ageless places, 
Their gods are wringing their great worn hands 
For their watchman is away, their world-engine 
Creaking and cracking. Conjured no more 
 By his master music to wed 
                                                
143 Auden, “The Age of Anxiety,” p. 453. 
144 Jacobs, “Introduction,” p. xiii. 
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Their truths to times, the Eternal Objects 
 Drift about in a daze: 
O the lepers are loose in Lombard Street, 
The rents are rising in the river basins, 
The insects are angry. Who will dust 
 The cobwebbed kingdoms now? 
For our lawgiver lies below his people, 
Bigger bones of a better kind, 
Unwrapped by their weight, as white limestone 
 Under green grass, 
 The grass that fades.145 
 
 In the wake of his return to Christianity, then, Auden saw anxiety in much the same way 
that Kierkegaard, Tillich, and Niebuhr did, that is to say, theologically: man is anxious in the 
face of his relationship with God and the implications that relationship brings for the lived 
experience of Christianity. If we live in an age of anxiety, this was not primarily as a result of 
war, or technology, or “the lonely crowd,” but due to the way that those factors impacted and 
shaped man’s relationship with God.146 Despite its obvious connection to his deep interest in 
Kierkegaard, the theological nature of Auden’s view of anxiety is something often overlooked by 
the literature. As Auden put it in his Introduction to The Living Thoughts of Kierkegaard, the 
popular collection of Kierkegaard’s writings he assembled and edited in 1952, 
                                                
145 Auden, The Age of Anxiety, ed. Jacobs, p. 85. 
146 This is a reference to the monumentally influential 1950 work by David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and Reuel 




If I take away from my sense of existence all that can become an object of my consciousness, 
what is left? […] A state of anxiety (or dread), pride (in the theological sense), despair or faith. 
These are not emotions in the way that fear or lust or anger are, for I cannot know them 
objectively; […] For these states of anxiety or pride, etc., are anxiety about existing, pride in 
existing, etc., and I cannot stand outside them to observe them.147 
 
Auden is thus an especially compelling example of the phenomenon we have already observed in 
Tillich, Niebuhr, Hiltner, and arguably May: the translation of anxiety from one discipline – in 
the case of Tillich, Niebuhr, and Hiltner, a secular existentialism; in the case of Auden and May, 
Freudian psychoanalysis – into another, namely, theology. Auden was part of a wave of postwar 
Christians who translated anxiety out of a psychoanalytic idiom and into a theological one as a 
precondition for its emergence as the central theme of a new form of Christian pastoral medicine. 
 There is a great irony in all of this: the modern concept of anxiety began life as a 
fundamentally theological phenomenon in the work of Schelling and, especially, Kierkegaard. In 
order for a medical understanding of anxiety to become possible, from both a practical and an 
epistemological perspective, a process of desacralization had to take place – in this instance, at 
the hands of Freud and Heidegger. But for anxiety to become the widespread cultural 
phenomenon it became postwar America – for dread to reach the critical mass necessary to 
inform a new culture of mental illness and psychopharmacology – a further translation, in the 
form of a partial regression to prior forms, was necessary. In order to truly move forward, to 
become the medicalized conception we have today, anxiety had to go backwards, to theology.
                                                
147 W. H. Auden, “Introduction,” in The Living Thoughts of Kierkegaard Presented by W.H. Auden (New York: D. 
McKay Co., 1952). Reprinted as “Søren Kierkegaard” in Forewords and Afterwords, selected by Edward 
Mendelson (New York: Random House, 1973), p. 171. 
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Chapter 6: The Grand Hotel: Dread in the Era of Cold War Politics, Part II 
 
“Anxiety is freedom.” – Manic Street Preachers1 
 
As anxiety became established within the mainstream of American intellectual, cultural, and 
religious life, it began to assume a practical significance beyond the reach of the humanities. An 
existential conception of anxiety emerged as one of the central diagnostic categories of postwar 
medicine, especially in those branches related to mental health. Drawing directly on the 
theoretical insights of Kierkegaard and Binswanger and the clinical research of Goldstein, 
American psychotherapists sought to move beyond the classical Freudian model, according to 
which human nature is conceived as, in Fromm’s words, “a biologically fixed and innate sum 
total of drives.”2 Having considered the medical application of anxiety, the final section of this 
chapter turns to politics. Here I argue that a number of literary figures, psychotherapists, political 
theorists, and theologians co-opted an existential conception of anxiety into the Cold War 
struggle against global communism. To take one example, Rollo May, whose analysis of anxiety 
bridged the two fields considered in this chapter, argued that Americans only appeared 
vulnerable in comparison to the Soviet Union because Soviet society was fundamentally unfree. 
After all, anxiety was a by-product of creativity and imagination, the very qualities the fettered 
masses behind the Iron Curtain were said to lack. Anxiety thus became part of the Cold War 
armory, a weapon to be deployed in the name of freedom and imagination. 
 The formation of the psychotherapeutic and political applications of anxiety did not occur 
in isolation from the developments considered in the previous chapter. Quite the opposite: the 
                                                
1 Manic Street Preachers, “Stay Beautiful,” Generation Terrorists (Sony Music Entertainment UK Limited, 1992). 
2 Erich Fromm, The Fear of Freedom (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1942), p. 17. 
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literary and theological accounts of anxiety discussed in chapter five informed much of the 
conceptual vocabulary deployed by psychotherapists, political scientists, diplomats, and political 
commentators. Beyond the intellectual continuities, there were deep institutional and personal 
ties between the Cold War religious establishment, the mental health professions, and the organs 
of American politics and statecraft. Ostensibly unrelated, these three fields stood in a reciprocal 
relationship to one another, with ideas in any one informing the development of the others. In 
this way, the “age of anxiety” was instantiated as something more than a literary or aesthetic 




That anxiety was one of the defining themes of postwar psychotherapy is hardly a controversial 
proposition. Indeed, anxiety’s penetration into the diagnostic categories of postwar psychology 
and psychiatry was overwhelming. Fromm, Erik Erikson, Karen Horney, Fromm-Reichmann, 
Abraham Maslow, May, Rogers, and Harry Stack Sullivan – to name only the most prominent – 
placed anxiety at the heart of their respective theories. “The most unpleasant and at the same 
time the most universal experience, except loneliness, is anxiety,” wrote Fromm-Reichmann in 
1955.3 “We are a society of notoriously unhappy people: lonely, anxious, depressed, destructive, 
dependent,” wrote her husband Erich Fromm in To Have or To Be.4 Ever the astute reader, the 
                                                
3 Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, “Psychiatric Aspects of Anxiety,” in Identity and Anxiety: Survival of the Person in 
Mass Society, ed. Maurice R. Stein, Arthur J. Vidich, and David Manning White (Chicago: The Free Press of 
Glencoe, 1960), p. 129. The essay was originally published under the same title in Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, An 
Outline of Psychoanalysis (New York: Random House, 1955), pp. 113-36. 
4 Erich Fromm, To Have or To Be (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), pp. 4-5. 
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cultural critic Christopher Lasch succinctly summarized the prevailing assumptions of postwar 
psychoanalysis in his best-selling The Culture of Narcissism (1979): “The new narcissist is 
haunted not by guilt but by anxiety.”5 Indeed, so foundational was anxiety to the fields of 
psychotherapeutic thought developed by these figures, that many of them – for example, 
humanistic psychology, interpersonal psychoanalysis, and existential psychotherapy – are 
inconceivable in its absence. As the psychotherapists Carl Whitaker and Thomas Malone put it in 
an essay of 1953, “The problem of psychotherapy, in many ways, centers around the dynamics of 
anxiety.”6 
 What is less appreciated, however, is the particular character of the psychotherapeutic 
understanding of anxiety in postwar America. Two aspects strike us as particularly significant. 
The first is that, contrary to received wisdom, the understanding of anxiety advanced by 
psychotherapists during this period was primarily grounded in an existential rather than a 
Freudian understanding of the subject. The argument that anxiety was a fundamentally Freudian 
concept has most recently been repeated by Louis Menand, who argued that Freud was 
responsible for introducing a medicalized conception of anxiety into the United States. Menand’s 
essay reflects a common but mistaken understanding of the function of anxiety in Freud’s 
thought, as well as exaggerating Freud’s role in the Cold War discourse on anxiety. Rather, I 
argue in this section that it was to Kierkegaard, either directly and/or via the medicalized 
accounts of existentialism offered by Binswanger and Goldstein, that many psychotherapists in 
America turned in the process of formulating their theoretical accounts of anxiety. Although 
neither Binswanger nor Goldstein are mentioned in his essay, Menand concedes the existential 
                                                
5 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism (New York: Warner Books, 1979), p. 22. 
6 Carl A. Whitaker and Thomas P. Malone, The Roots of Psychotherapy (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company 
Inc., 1953), p. 120. 
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origins of anxiety, going so far as to acknowledge that May, whom he describes as the “figure 
who did the most to popularize the connection” between existentialism and psychoanalysis in 
America, was deeply critical of Freud. Nevertheless, he maintains that anxiety is the product of 
orthodox psychoanalysis.7 
 To be clear, I am not claiming that Freud was absent from postwar discussions about 
anxiety, much less that he was marginal to contemporary American psychology and 
psychotherapy more generally. As Nathan Hale and many others have made clear, Freudian 
psychoanalysis reached its apogee in mid-century America, gaining widespread clinical as well 
as cultural legitimacy.8 Nevertheless, many American psychotherapists had serious reservations 
about the theoretical and practical efficacy of orthodox psychoanalysis in the face of a malady 
like anxiety. Where Freud, as we have already seen, largely regarded anxiety to be a symptom, a 
manifestation of underlying neuroses, the likes of May, Fromm, Maslow, and Rogers conceived 
of anxiety as the sine qua non of not merely the neurotic, but of the human condition itself. In 
this, they were echoing the critique of Freud put forward by Binswanger, Goldstein, and other 
existentially oriented physicians. Just as Binswanger credited Freud with transforming the basis 
of our understanding of the mind but nevertheless distanced himself from the instrumentalist 
foundations of orthodox psychoanalysis, many of the psychotherapists considered in this section 
came to see the Freudian account of anxiety as an obstacle to be overcome, transformed, or 
                                                
7 Louis Menand, “Freud, Anxiety, and the Cold War,” in After Freud Left: A Century of Psychoanalysis in America, 
ed. John C. Burnham (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), pp. 198-9. 
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dismissed. Others searched for common ground between Freud and Kierkegaard, attempting to 
demonstrate the various ways in which the latter could be regarded as a “precursor” of the 
former.9 Much like the concurrent efforts of critical theorists to marry Freud and Marx, the 
results tended to reinforce rather than undermine the incommensurability between the thinkers.10 
 The second notable feature of the postwar character of anxiety is the extent to which 
psychotherapy and religion were allied in the goal of trying to diagnose and treat the malady. 
Groups like the NYPG and its umbrella organization, the National Council on Religion in Higher 
Education; academic meetings such as the Columbia and Harvard seminars on religion and 
health; and newly founded periodicals, including the Journal of Pastoral Care and Pastoral 
Psychology, formalized the links between therapists and theologians. From one perspective, it 
might seem logical, even obvious, that the professions concerned with the mind and the soul 
would find common ground in the subject of anxiety – after all, Kierkegaard provided a 
theological account of anxiety from a psychological perspective (even if his understanding of 
psychology, as we saw in chapter one, was very far from the endeavor pursued by the likes of 
May and Fromm-Reichmann). Their combined efforts can, moreover, be understood as an 
especially potent example of the spirit of interdisciplinary collaboration evident within certain 
branches of medicine, science, and the humanities in early-twentieth-century Europe and 
America. 
                                                
9 Seward Hiltner, “Some Theories of Anxiety: Theological,” in Constructive Aspects of Anxiety, ed. Seward Hiltner 
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between Freud and Kierkegaard, see Frederick J. Hacker, “Freud, Marx, and Kierkegaard,” in Freud and the 20th 
Century, ed. Benjamin Nelson (New York: Meridian Books, 1957), pp. 125-42; and J. Preston Cole, The 
Problematic Self in Kierkegaard and Freud (New Haven, CT.: Yale University Press, 1971). For a corrective to 
such efforts, see Gordon D. Marino, “Kierkegaard Contra Freud: On the Proper Scope of Our Moral Aspirations,” 
Soundings: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 77, No. 1/2 (Spring/Summer 1994), pp. 129-44. 
10 Most notably, see Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (New York: Beacon Press, 1955). Arguably the most 




 From a wider historical perspective, however, there is something surprising and, perhaps, 
counter-intuitive about the ties between mental health and the religious establishment in postwar 
America. As Jan Goldstein has argued with specific reference to nineteenth-century France, 
religious orders typically regarded psychiatry as a dangerous new rival in the market for the 
spiritual well being of Christendom. For hundreds of years prior to the formalization of the 
psychiatric profession in France, the Catholic Church had enjoyed a monopoly over the twin 
roles of consolation and classification – that is to say, both the treatment (in the form of spiritual 
guidance, the confessional, etc.) and the taxonomical ordering of spiritual maladies.11 With the 
development of Philippe Pinel’s “moral treatment,” and especially following the emergence of a 
nationwide network of asylums staffed by medical professionals in the wake of the law on 
treatment of the insane passed on June 30, 1838, psychiatry came to be regarded as a significant 
challenge to the authority of the priesthood, who fiercely resisted psychiatry’s encroachment on 
what they took to be their exclusive domain.12 In response, the psychiatric profession allied itself 
with the anti-clerical crusade of the Third Republic and began a concerted effort to reclassify 
supernatural afflictions like demonic possession as “natural-pathological” phenomena, thereby 
further eroding the authority of the church.13 
 A comparable rivalry between the nascent therapeutic professions and the traditional 
authority of the priesthood – or, more appropriately, the Protestant ministry – failed to emerge in 
America. In large part, this difference simply reflects the divergent sociocultural role of 
                                                
11 Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 5. 
12 There are surprisingly few sustained accounts of Pinel in the English language. Undoubtedly the best known is to 
be found in Michel Foucault, History of Madness, trans. Jonathan Murphy (London: Routledge, 2006), especially 
Part 3, chapters III and IV. For a thorough French-language treatment of Pinel, see Dora B. Weiner, Comprendre et 
Soigner: Philippe Pinel (1745-1826), La médicine de l’esprit (Paris: Fayard, 1999). 
13 Goldstein, Console and Classify, p. 371. 
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organized religion in the respective nations: while adherence to the Protestant faith was long a 
prerequisite for entrance into the American intellectual, political, and financial elites, the 
Protestant church qua church never enjoyed the political and legal standing of its French-
Catholic counterpart. Even when the “antimodernist” impulses of late-nineteenth-century 
America clashed with the Protestant ideals of the Gilded Age and Americans turned to other 
times and cultures for spiritual relief, the consolatory role of the ministry did not entirely 
fragment.14 Indeed, the years following World War I saw the emergence of grassroots 
cooperation between churches and health organizations, especially during the depression of the 
late 1920s and ‘30s.15 These efforts came to fruition during and immediately after World War II, 
in what Allison Stokes has termed the “Religion and Health movement,” best embodied in such 
works as Harry Emerson Fosdick’s On Being a Real Person (1943).16 
 It was in the sphere of mental health that the Religion and Health movement made its 
most significant contributions, in large part spurred by the efforts of Seward Hiltner. Shortly 
after the conclusion of the NYPG, Hiltner put the group’s mission of exploring the psychological 
dimensions of faith into practice in Pastoral Counseling (1949), a psychoanalytically informed 
                                                
14 For the exemplary account of this process, see T.J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Anti-Modernism and the 
Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pantheon, 1981), especially chs. 1 and 3. For more 
traditional view of the Progressive Era, see Robert M. Crunden, Ministers of Reform: The Progressives’ 
Achievement in American Civilization, 1890-1920 (New York: Harpercollins, 1982). The classic account can be 
found in Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to FDR (New York: Knopf, 1955). 
15 For an excellent overview of these developments, see Curtis W. Hart, “Present at the Creation: The Clinical 
Pastoral Movement and the Origins of the Dialogue Between Religion and Psychiatry,” Journal of Religion and 
Health, Vol. 49, No. 4 (December 2010), pp. 536-46. 
16 Allison Stokes, Ministry After Freud (Cleveland, OH.: Pilgrim Press, 1985). Carl Rogers’ On Becoming a Real 
Person (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1961) is a clear tribute to Fosdick’s work. For perhaps the most significant 
attempt to bring a psychological perspective to bear on religion, see Erik H. Erikson, Young Man Luther: A Study in 
Psychoanalysis and History (New York: The Norton Library, 1958). For other contemporary accounts, see also 
David E. Roberts, Psychotherapy and a Christian View of Man (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1950); John T. 
McNeill, A History of the Cure of Souls (New York, Harper & Brothers, 1951); Louis Gross, God and Freud (New 
York: David McKay, 1959); and Paul Tillich, “The Theological Significance of Existentialism and Psychoanalysis,” 
in Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture, ed. Robert C. Kimball (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), pp. 112-26. 
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guide to ministerial care that, in the words of one professional in the field, “define[d] a field […] 
for a generation of pastoral counselors.”17 Four years later, the Federal Council of Churches, the 
organization that ultimately sponsored the NYPG, collaborated with the National Medical 
Association for Mental Health to publish The Church and Mental Health, a major survey of the 
theory and practice of faith-based therapeutics.18 In his concluding remarks, the Chairman of the 
Commission on Religion and Public Health, UTS theologian David Roberts, thanked his former 
NYPG colleague Fromm, as well as Harry Stack Sullivan and Karen Horney, for their work on 
bridging the gap between religion and mental health. In Indianapolis, meanwhile, the first of 
eighteen annual Edward F. Gallahue Seminars on Religion and Psychiatry, organized in 
conjunction with the Menninger School of Psychiatry, began in 1955 with the goal of educating 
clergymen in the clinical foundations of pastoral care.19 As Jason Stevens has noted of the 
immediate postwar period, “liberal Protestants were […] reasserting the relevance of Christianity 
to the mental-health-conscious domestic sphere.”20  
 For a variety of reasons, Kierkegaard was central to the effort to synthesize Christianity, 
psychotherapy, and existentialism. For one thing, as the previous sections have already 
demonstrated, Kierkegaard was an inescapable figure in virtually every sphere of postwar 
American religion, which in turn was intimately shaped by the culture of existentialism. 
Additionally, many of his most enthusiastic champions – including Auden, Niebuhr, and Tillich 
                                                
17 Walter E. Conn, The Desiring Self: Rooting Pastoral Counseling and Spiritual Direction in Self-Transcendence 
(Mahwah, NJ.: Paulist Press, 1988), p. 27. 
18 Among the many contributors was Hiltner; see Seward Hiltner, “The New Concern of Recent Years,” in Paul B. 
Maves, ed., The Church and Mental Health (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1953), pp. 61-74. 
19 Karl Menninger, “Foreword,” in Seward Hiltner and Karl Menninger, ed., Constructive Aspects of Anxiety (New 
York: Abingdon Press, 1963), p. 7. See also Jason W. Stevens, God-Fearing and Free: A Spiritual History of 
America’s Cold War (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2010), p. 205. 
20 ibid., p. 189. 
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– were themselves animated by questions concerning the relationship between existentialism, 
theology, sickness, and healing.21 Moreover, as we will see below, many psychotherapists and 
theologians based in the United States were cognizant that existentially oriented physicians in 
Europe had already conceptualized Kierkegaard’s relevance to the theory (and arguably practice) 
of mental and physical health. Finally, even disregarding the contemporary currents in existential 
psychiatry and neurology, Kierkegaard had himself already investigated the psychological 
implications, broadly conceived, of theology in The Concept of Anxiety, The Sickness Unto 
Death, and many other works. Since contemporary audiences generally understood Kierkegaard 
to embody theology, existentialism, and, arguably, psychology, he was an especially malleable 
figure for anyone seeking to emphasize the theoretical and practical continuities between 
theology and healthcare, especially as conceived from an existential perspective. 
 One of the first systematic treatments of an explicitly Kierkegaardian conception of 
anxiety by an American psychotherapist can be found in Orval Hobart Mowrer’s “The Problem 
of Anxiety.”22 Mowrer, a future President of the American Psychological Association, had been 
interested in the psychological and therapeutic implications of anxiety since the late 1930s.23 It 
was, however, only in the wake of the English translations of Kierkegaard – a man, in Mowrer’s 
words, “prodigious and inspired, but only recently acclaimed,” – that his analysis moved beyond 
                                                
21 Auden’s interest in psychoanalysis was touched upon in the section in literature in the previous chapter. Niebuhr 
was a frequent contributor to publications related to pastoral psychology; for a comprehensive account, see Terry D. 
Cooper, Reinhold Niebuhr and Psychology: The Ambiguities of the Self (Macon, GA.: Mercer University Press, 
2009). Tillich’s abiding interest in physical manifestations of sickness and healing has been discussed at length in 
the section on theology in chapter five, but see Terry D. Cooper, Paul Tillich and Psychology (Macon, GA.: Mercer 
University Press, 2005). 
22 See Rollo May, The Meaning of Anxiety, Revised Edition (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1977), pp. 
116-25 for a sustained discussion of Mowrer’s contribution to the psychology of anxiety. 
23 See Mowrer’s earlier papers “A Stimulus-Response Analysis of Anxiety and Its Role as a Reinforcing Agent” 
(1939) and “Anxiety Reduction and Learning” (1940), reprinted as chapters 1 and 3 of O. Hobart Mowrer, Learning 




Pavlov and Freud to consider the existential implications of the subject.24 Originally delivered as 
an address at the American Association for the Advancement of Science in Chicago in 1947, 
Mowrer’s essay is useful as a barometer of the cautious repudiation of Freud taking place among 
a number of American clinicians in the wake of the existential turn. In keeping with the 
contemporary tendency outlined above, Mowrer begins his analysis of the historical development 
of anxiety by noting that, although “Kierkegaard anticipated Freud in an astonishing number of 
ways,” the former was in some ways “more correct than Freud.”25 From Mowrer’s perspective, 
the crucial difference between the respective accounts is not psychoanalysis’ emphasis on the 
sexual etiology of neurosis, but Kierkegaard’s constructive interpretation of the subject. Where 
Freud, on Mowrer’s reading, regarded anxiety as nothing but an obstacle to be eliminated – 
“foreign, unfriendly, and destructive” – Mowrer drew upon Kierkegaard’s broader account of 
anxiety’s role in human existence to conclude that “Psychoanalysis must involve acceptance of 
the essential friendliness and helpfulness of anxiety.”26 
 Kierkegaard’s role in facilitating the possibility of a constructive reading of anxiety is a 
theme that recurs again and again in the postwar medical literature.27 It is important to reiterate 
                                                
24 O. Hobart Mowrer, “The Problem of Anxiety,” in O. Hobart Mowrer, Learning Theory and Personality 
Dynamics: Selected Papers (New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1950), p. 534. Like most of the other figures 
considered in this section, Mowrer had a considerable professional interest the intersection between theology and 
mental health; indeed, in his own way, Mowrer can be said to have participated in the “original sin moment.” 
Although his personal faith developed relatively late in life (and almost a decade after his first engagement with 
Kierkegaard), in the mid-1950s Mowrer joined the Presbyterian Church, emphasizing, in a language reminiscent of 
both Niebuhr and Tillich, the centrality of anxiety, guilt, and sin to Christian life. See O. Hobart Mowrer, 
“Psychiatry and Religion,” Atlantic, Vol. 217, No. 1 (July 1961), pp. 88-91; and O. Hobart Mowrer, The Crisis in 
Religion and Psychiatry (New York: Van Nostrand, 1961). 
25 Mowrer, “The Problem of Anxiety,” p. 534. 
26 ibid., pp. 539, 540. 
27 Beyond the examples presented in the present and the following sections, constructive accounts of anxiety can 
also be found in Whitaker and Malone, The Roots of Psychotherapy, p. 125 and Leo Schneiderman, “Repression, 
Anxiety, and the Self,” in Identity and Anxiety: Survival of the Person in Mass Society, ed. Maurice R. Stein, Arthur 
J. Vidich, and David Manning White (Chicago: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1960), pp. 157-65. 
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that for many existentially oriented physicians and psychotherapists, the failure of orthodox 
psychoanalysis to acknowledge the productive potential of anxiety was not an accidental 
oversight. Rather, as Binswanger emphasized, Freud’s narrow focus on the symptomology of 
anxiety reflects the structural biases of an instrumentalized theory of the functioning of the 
human mind, which can arguably be traced back to the nineteenth-century scientific paradigm 
out of which psychoanalysis emerged. Consideration of the way(s) in which a disorder like 
anxiety might play a constructive role in, for example, individual self-actualization was beyond 
the purview of psychoanalysis as a practice, even if Freud began to address the social and ethical 
implications of psychoanalytic theory in later works like The Future of an Illusion (1927), 
Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), and Moses and Monotheism (1939).28 By contrast, the 
existentialist tradition, with its broad emphasis on the lived experience of human being, was 
ideally placed to regard anxiety in its totality. To take one example, Goldstein underlined the 
constructive potentiality of anxiety in The Organism: 
 
The creative person who ventures into many situations that expose him to shocks will find 
himself even more often in anxiety situations than the average person. Individuals differ as to 
how much anxiety they can bear. For a patient with brain injury, the amount is very low, for a 
child it is greater, and for the creative individual it is greatest. […] The capacity of bearing 
anxiety is the manifestation of genuine courage, in which ultimately one is not concerned with 
the things in the world but with the threatening of existence.29 
 
                                                
28 Again, see Gerald Izenberg, The Existentialist Critique of Freud: The Crisis of Autonomy (Princeton, NJ.: 
Princeton University Press, 1976), for the definitive summary of existential analysis’ attack on the limits of Freudian 
subjectivity. 
29 Kurt Goldstein, The Organism: A Holistic Approach to Biology Derived From Pathological Data in Man (New 
York: Zone Books, 2000), p. 239-40. See May, The Meaning of Anxiety pp. 99, 376, 384-85 for May’s commentary 
on Goldstein’s link between creativity and anxiety. 
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 Goldstein’s treatment of anxiety in both its positive and negative dimensions directly 
informed Frieda Fromm-Reichmann’s analysis of the subject in an essay of 1955. The 
association between the two stretched back to the years before World War I, when Fromm-
Reichmann had been one of Goldstein’s graduate students in Königsberg, before working as 
Goldstein’s assistant in the university’s psychiatric university hospital from 1914-1918.30 While 
in Königsberg, the two began collaborating on publications, a partnership that continued after 
Fromm-Reichmann joined Goldstein in Frankfurt following the conclusion of World War I.31 
Their relationship continued after both found their way to America following the rise of National 
Socialism; like Goldstein, Fromm-Reichmann’s route to the United States was circuitous: she 
eventually arrived in 1935 after two years in mandate Palestine. In 1943, she joined together with 
Erich Fromm, Harry Stack Sullivan, Clara Thompson, and Janet and David Rioch to found New 
York’s William Alanson White Institute. While at the White Institute, Fromm-Reichmann spent 
a number of years as Rollo May’s training analyst while the latter wrote the dissertation that 
would become The Meaning of Anxiety.32 
 Goldstein’s influence on Fromm-Reichmann’s conception of anxiety is immediately 
apparent from her somatically based description of the phenomenon; physical manifestations of 
                                                
30 Despite having moved to Frankfurt in 1914, Goldstein maintained his position at Königsberg until 1918. As 
Goldstein’s duties at the Military Hospital for Brain-Injured Soldiers increased, Fromm-Reichmann began to assume 
a greater portion of Goldstein’s workload in Königsberg. For more on the relationship between Goldstein and 
Fromm-Reichmann, see Klaus Hoffman, “Erich Fromm and Frieda Fromm-Reichmann: Their Years in Germany,” 
paper presented at the Erich Fromm International Symposium, Washington, D.C., May 5, 1994, pp. 3-5. 
31 Goldstein and Fromm-Reichmann co-authored numerous studies. See, for example, Kurt Goldstein and Frieda 
Reichmann, “Beiträge zur Kausistik und Symptomatologie der Kleinhirnerkrankungen,” Archiv für Psychiatrie und 
Nervenkrankheiten, Vol. 56, No. 2 (March 1916), pp. 466-521; and Kurt Goldstein and Frieda Reichmann, “Über 
praktische und theoretische Ergebnisse aus den Erfahrungen an Hirnschußverletzen,” Ergebnisse der inneren 
Medizin und Kinderheilkunde, Vol. 16-17, pp. 405-530. 
32 Fromm-Reichmann was formally employed as a psychiatrist at Chestnut Lodge, a psychiatric hospital in 
Rockville, Maryland from 1935 until her death in 1957 but maintained links to the White Institute. Fromm-
Reichmann is, along with Paul Tillich, whom Frieda and Erich knew from their time in Frankfurt, another possible 
source for May’s intimate knowledge of Goldstein’s work. 
 
 276 
anxiety, she writes, include “perspiration, tremor, […] sinking abdominal sensations, diarrhea, 
vomiting, changes in pupillar reactions, in heart beat, pulse rate, and respiration.”33 Despite these 
distressing symptoms, which could easily pass over into neurosis or psychosis, Fromm-
Reichmann was quick to emphasize the productive potential of anxiety. As we will shortly see 
with May, Fromm-Reichmann explicitly grounded her reading of the fruitful dimensions of 
anxiety in the existential treatments of Binswanger and Goldstein, noting, for example, that self-
actualization is dependent upon a constructive overcoming of anxiety.34 As she put it in the 
essay’s introduction, “For a long time, psychiatrists and psychotherapists have […] overlooked 
the fact that anxiety not only has negative, disintegrative facets but also some positive, 
constructive ones.”35 One of the goals of psychotherapy, she continued, must therefore be to help 
patients with milder forms of anxiety to accept the condition and, ultimately, harness it for 
positive ends – an outcome, she argues, that Freudian psychoanalysis had failed to achieve.36 
 The three major dynamics noted above – the synthesis of religion and psychotherapy, the 
critique of Freudian psychoanalysis, and the emphasis on the positive potentiality of anxiety – 
were systematically elaborated upon by May. Across a series of essays, books, and edited 
volumes, May did perhaps more than any other figure in America to publicize the 
psychotherapeutic applications of existentialism, above all the works of Binswanger and 
Goldstein. May was born in the small town of Ada, Ohio in April 1909, the eldest son in a family 
                                                
33 Fromm-Reichmann, “Psychiatric Aspects of Anxiety,” p. 130. Cf. Goldstein, The Organism, p. 229. 
34 Fromm-Reichmann, “Psychiatric Aspects of Anxiety,”  pp. 139, 134. 
35 ibid., p. 129. 
36 ibid., p. 140. 
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of six children.37 Following his parents’ divorce, one of May’s sisters developed schizophrenia; 
with his father absent and mother working long hours to support the family, the burden of caring 
for his sister fell to May. Following expulsion from Michigan State University due to his 
association with a radical student publication, May graduated from Oberlin College, where he 
majored in English. Unclear as to his next move, May spent three years teaching in Greece, 
where he encountered and began a course of study under Alfred Adler, the founder of Individual 
Psychology and a key members of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society from its inception as the 
Wednesday Psychological Society in 1902 until his resignation in 1911. 
 After returning to the United States, May was ordained as a minister and embarked on a 
period of sustained study of psychology. He began his study at the Union Theology Seminary, 
working on the dissertation that would become The Meaning of Anxiety under Tillich’s 
supervision. As noted in the introduction to chapter five, May, alongside his supervisor, several 
other Union faculty members, and Fromm, was one of the founding members of the NYPG, but 
in 1942 he was diagnosed with tuberculosis and spent 18 months recovering in a sanatorium in 
upstate NY. May was profoundly shaken by the experience, which precipitated his embrace of an 
existential approach to the practice of psychotherapy. In 1949, he graduated from Teachers 
College with a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, publishing the first of three editions of The Meaning 
of Anxiety the following year.38 May’s work is inseparable from Tillich’s philosophical approach 
                                                
37 For more on May’s background, see the forthcoming biography by Robert Abzug, due in 2014. I thank Dr. Abzug 
for his assistance in answering a number of questions about May’s life and thought. 
38 The Meaning of Anxiety quoted liberally from Walter Lowrie’s translated of The Concept of Dread. As George 
Cotkin notes, May went to considerable lengths to secure Lowrie’s permission to alter the translation of the Danish 
Angst from “dread” to “anxiety.” Permission was granted only after Lowrie’s student Howard A. Johnson assured 
his mentor that May was “a devout Christian,” which perhaps somewhat overstated the level of May’s faith by the 
late 1940s (although see Rollo May, “Religion and Anxiety,” Pastoral Psychology, Vol. 1, No. 4 (April 1950), pp. 
46-49 for a strong statement of May’s belief that religion can be an antidote to the perils of anxiety. See George 
Cotkin, Existential America (Baltimore, MD.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 64. May repeatedly drew 
attention to what he considered the inadequacies of Lowrie’s terminology. Rollo May, “Toward an Understanding of 
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to questions of theology and health.39 Their relationship, captured in May’s laudatory memoir 
Paulus: A Personal Portrait of Paul Tillich (1973), is perhaps best summarized by Robert 
Abzug, who argues that “May’s existentialism was the Christianity of Tillich but without 
Christ.”40 Indeed, it would perhaps not to going too far to say that the fundamental insights of 
May’s thought are encapsulated in the following line from Tillich’s Systematic Theology: 
“Anxiety about meaningless is the characteristically human form of ontological anxiety. It is the 
form of anxiety which only a being can have in whose nature freedom and destiny are united.”41 
May opens The Meaning of Anxiety by declaring that “the central problem in 
psychotherapy is the nature of anxiety.” Indeed, he continues, “one runs athwart the problems of 
anxiety” in virtually every sphere of contemporary life: politics, economics, art, philosophy, 
religion, poetry, etc.42 From this initial observation, May attempts a systematic study of anxiety 
from the perspectives of theory, clinical analysis, and what he terms “management,” i.e. 
constructive ways of incorporating anxiety into the development of the self. If there is a central 
claim to May’s work, it is that the authentic, flourishing self can only emerge via a productive 
                                                                                                                                                       
Anxiety, Part 1,” Pastoral Psychology, Vol. 1, No. 2 (March 1950),  p. 25; and Rollo May, “Contributions of 
Existential Psychotherapy,” in Existence, ed. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger (New York: Basic 
Books, 1959), p. 51. 
39 The references to Tillich in May’s work are almost too innumerable to count, but for the most definitive 
statements, see Rollo May, “The Origins and Significance of the Existential Movement in Psychology,” in 
Existence, ed. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger (New York: Basic Books, 1959), pp. 3-37; and 
Rollo May, Psychology and the Human Dilemma (New York: W.W. Norton & Company Inc., 1978), p. 37. 
40 Robert Abzug, “Love and Will: Rollo May and the Seventies’ Crisis of Intimacy,” in The Lost Decade: America in 
the Seventies, ed. Elsebeth Hurup (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1996), p. 83. For another account of Tillich’s 
influence on May, see Hal Ritter, “Anxiety,” Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 29, No. 1 (Spring 1990), pp. 49-
53. 
41 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Volume I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), p. 210. For just the 
most obvious correlation, see May’s 1981 work Freedom and Destiny. 
42 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. ix. 
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engagement with, and overcoming of, anxiety.43 Confronting anxiety is an exceedingly difficult 
task because, as Goldstein noted and May repeatedly affirms, human beings will go to great 
lengths to avoid the state of existential insecurity that always precedes self-realization.44 
Nevertheless, individuals can draw upon various resources – psychotherapeutic, philosophical, 
theological, and cultural – in order to gain the fortitude necessary to prevail over anxiety. 
Religion and existential philosophy are particularly important in this regard because, like 
anxiety, “both arise out of the basic level in man in which he experiences himself as a human 
being,” as May put it in a short article on anxiety also published in 1950.45 
The core of May’s argument is, of course, a broadly secular – and, perhaps, optimistic – 
restatement of the fundamental insights of The Concept of Anxiety. May’s debt to Kierkegaard 
can be seen in virtually every one of his works; as he put it in Man’s Search for Himself (1953), 
Kierkegaard was one of the “true prophets [who] foresaw the destruction of values which would 
occur in our time, the loneliness, emptiness and anxiety which would engulf us in the twentieth 
century.”46 But May’s clinical analysis of anxiety was rooted not in Kierkegaard’s “psychology,” 
but in the tradition of existential medicine inaugurated by Binswanger and developed by 
Goldstein. May was the primary editor of Existence, the first volume to make the theory and 
practice of Daseinsanalyse available to an English-speaking audience.47 Although the collection 
featured essays by Eugene Minkowski, Erwin Straus, Viktor von Gebsattel, and Roland Kuhn, as 
                                                
43 ibid., p. 393. 
44 ibid., pp. 65-7, 390-1. See also May, “Contributions,” p. 49. 
45 May, “Toward an Understanding of Anxiety,” p. 26. 
46 Rollo May, Man’s Search for Himself (W.W. Norton & Company Inc., 1953), pp. 53-4. 
47 Jacob Needleman’s Being-in-the-World: Selected Papers of Ludwig Binswanger appeared four years later in 1963, 
also published by Basic Books. 
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well as an introductory commentary by Henri Ellenberger, by far the most significant 
contributions, in terms of both volume and substance, were by May and Binswanger.48 Existence 
was very much May’s project, a fact attested to by the voluminous correspondence on the subject 
between him and Binswanger; indeed, although May wasn’t responsible for translating any of the 
texts in Existence, Binswanger addressed his typically exacting edits and corrections to May 
rather than his translators. 
The substance of May’s doubts regarding orthodox psychoanalysis proceeded from his 
reading of existential analysis. It is difficult to pinpoint the precise nature and extent of May’s 
critique, in large part because in The Meaning of Anxiety – and only in that text – he goes out of 
his way to avoid directly criticizing Freud. Indeed, May goes so far as to conclude his long 
presentation of Freud’s interpretation of anxiety by noting that, “Freud will go down in history as 
the great figure in modern psychology, the one who correctly sensed the significance of 
psychology […] for a world in transition and turmoil. Again, whether we agree with him or not 
is irrelevant.”49 But May is surely being disingenuous here: the question of whether or not one 
affirms the underpinnings of Freudian psychoanalysis couldn’t be more relevant to a 
consideration of the meaning, significance, and treatment of a condition like anxiety. It is, no 
doubt, for this very reason that May returned to a critical assessment of psychoanalysis in every 
                                                
48 263 of the volume’s 425 substantive pages were devoted to May’s two introductory essays and the three essays by 
Binswanger. By far the most significant of Existence’s texts was Binswanger’s “Case of Ellen West,” which was a 
standard text on American clinical psychology and psychiatry curricula until well into the 1970s. 
49 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. 148. In a similar, if somewhat more decisive, vein, see May’s declaration that, 
“It does not detract, of course, from the genius of Freud to point out that probably almost all of the specific ideas 
which later appeared in psychoanalysis could be found in Nietzsche in greater breadth and in Kierkegaard in greater 
depth.” May, “Origins and Significance,” p. 33. Although there are strong grounds for disputing May’s claim that 
the substantive claims of psychoanalysis can be derived from Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, the basic point remains: 




one of his contemporaneous writings. As he himself noted in one of the introductory essays to 
Existence, existentially oriented psychiatrists like Binswanger, Minkowski, and Medard Boss, 
 
became disquieted over the fact that, although they were effecting cures by the techniques they 
had learned, they could not, so long as they confined themselves to Freudian and Jungian 
assumptions, arrive at any clear understanding of why these cures did or did not occur or what 
was actually happening in the patients’ existence.50 
 
The core of May’s critique is not so much that psychoanalysis neglects anxiety – indeed, 
if anything, May significantly overstates the centrality of anxiety to Freud’s project – but that 
psychoanalysis is inherently incapable of comprehending the true significance of the 
phenomenon. What the existential analyst understands as a “reaction to a threat to the existence 
of one’s self as a human being,” the psychoanalyst interprets as repressed libidinal impulses.51 In 
other words, the psychoanalytic insistence on the sexual etiology of all neuroses, including 
anxiety, and the theory’s concomitant neglect of existential themes, renders it incapable of 
attaining a “comprehensive understanding of anxiety,” which is something that “can come only 
through a study of the threat to the basic values of the individual involved.”52 Although he does 
not explicitly draw this conclusion, May is gesturing toward the fact that anxiety has a 
fundamentally different function within the respective theories of psychoanalysis and existential 
analysis. For psychoanalysis, anxiety is a merely a symptom, an expression of libidinal conflict 
within the various structures of the mind; but for existential analysis, anxiety serves as both 
                                                
50 May, “Origins and Significance,” pp. 4-5. 
51 For the quotation, see May, “Toward an Understanding of Anxiety,” p. 17; for May’s characterization of the 
Freudian diagnosis of anxiety, see ibid, p. 26; and May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. 137. 
52 May, “Toward an Understanding of Anxiety,” p. 27. 
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symptom and content, effect and cause. In May’s own words, “frustration seen as merely 
something sexual or economic is an insufficient description of what actually produces anxiety.” 
Freud’s theory, concluded May with no apparent trace of irony, “leaves much to be desired.”53  
From May’s perspective, perhaps the most significant limitation of psychoanalysis is its 
neglect of the constructive potential of anxiety. To reiterate, Freud’s inability to recognize the 
positive potential of anxiety is not an accidental oversight, but a necessary consequence of a 
conceptual framework that is primarily concerned with the treatment of illnesses rather than 
humans. Since May’s constructive reading of anxiety is critical to his analysis of the 
contemporary political situation, I will defer substantive consideration of the subject until the 
following section. For now, however, it will suffice to say that May grounds his belief that 
anxiety can be harnessed for positive ends in the human capacity for creativity. Beginning in his 
early work The Springs of Creative Living (1941) and continuing beyond 1975’s The Courage to 
Create, creativity was one of May’s lifelong concerns.54 As the title of the latter work suggests, 
May conceived of creativity as the human activity that best facilitates the flourishing of selfhood, 
something that cannot be achieved without the courage necessary to confront the anxiety that 
stands between the individual and the authentic self. May attributed this insight to Kierkegaard 
and Goldstein, noting that the latter “disagrees with Freud’s negative view of culture – viz., that 
                                                
53 ibid. A very similar line of argument was developed by Fromm, who noted that, “Contrary to Freud’s viewpoint, 
the analysis offered in this book is based on the assumption that the key problem of psychology is that of the specific 
kind of relatedness of the individual towards the world and not that of the satisfaction or frustration of this or that 
instinctual need per se.” Fromm, Fear of Freedom, p. 9. See also related comments in Erich Fromm, “The Crisis of 
Psychoanalysis,” in The Crisis of Psychoanalysis: Essays on Freud, Marx, and Social Psychology (New York: Holt, 
Rhinehart and Winston, 1970), p. 40. For an overview of Fromm’s relationship with Freud, see Gerard 
Chrzanowski, “Erich Fromm’s Escape from Sigmund Freud: An Introduction to ‘Escape from Freedom’,” 
International Forum of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 6, No. 3, pp. 185-9. 
54 The title of The Courage to Create once again signals May’s debt to Tillich, whose The Courage to Be was 
discussed in the section on theology in chapter five. 
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culture is a result of the sublimation of repressed drives, a result of the desire to avoid anxiety.”55 
By contrast, “creativity and culture […] Goldstein holds, are associated with the joy of 
overcoming tasks and shocks.”56 
A similar point was also advanced by one of May’s colleagues, the psychologist 
Abraham Maslow, whose Toward a Psychology of Being (1962) was dedicated to Goldstein and 
is suffused with the latter’s terminology. In his conclusion, Maslow declared that,  
 
From Freud we learned that the past exists now in the person. Now we must learn, from growth 
theory and self-actualization theory that the future also now exists in the person in the form of 
ideals, hopes, duties, tasks, plans, goals, unrealized potentials, mission, fate, destiny, etc. […] 
Striving, the usual organizer of most activity, when lost, leaves the person unorganized and 
unintegrated.57 
 
Whether intentional or not, Maslow’s reference to striving as a form of self-actualization brings 
to mind the Spinozist reading of Goldstein briefly outlined in chapter four. What is certainly the 
case is that Maslow deployed an explicitly existential approach to psychotherapy in order to 
distance himself from Freud. We have found a similar pattern in each of the psychotherapists 
considered in this section. While the likes of Fromm-Reichmann, Mowrer, and May had little 
doubt that Freud’s core insights had effected a permanent revolution in our understanding of the 
                                                
55 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, pp. 66-7. See also his comment that, “What Kierkegaard said about love is true also 
of creativity: every person must start at the beginning.” Rollo May, The Courage to Create (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company Inc., 1975), p. 26. 
56 ibid. Again, a similar point was made by Fromm, who argued that, “Man’s nature, his passions, and his anxieties 
are a cultural product; as a matter of fact, man himself is the most important creation and achievement of the 
continuous human effort, the record of which we call history.” Fromm, Fear of Freedom, p. 9. 
57 Abraham H. Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being (New York: D. Van Nostrand Company, Inc., 1962), pp. 
199-200. Maslow, most famous for his “hierarchy of needs,” was one of the founders of the Journal of Humanistic 
Psychology in Spring 1961. 
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human mind, their admiration was qualified by serious reservations regarding the theoretical and 
practical efficacy of orthodox psychoanalysis. And while their misgivings appeared to be 
directed against the Freudian project as a whole, it was through consideration of anxiety that 
these qualms were most often expressed. Drawing explicitly from an existential tradition that 
included Kierkegaard, Binswanger, and Goldstein, and working in conjunction with their 
counterparts in organized religion, American psychotherapists put anxiety at the forefront of the 




Given its origins in nineteenth-century religious psychology and subsequent transformation, via 
psychiatry and neurology, into a fully-fledged medical concept, anxiety’s penetration into the 
related fields of postwar psychotherapy, theology, and literature might not strike us as especially 
surprising. Undoubtedly, the sheer volume and variety of its applications alerts us to the fact that 
America’s “age of anxiety” was more than mere rhetoric, but it might be argued that the 
aforementioned disciplines were the natural territory of the individualist discourse to which 
anxiety belonged. The same cannot be said of the political sphere, the focus of which tends 
toward mass deliberation and action. Yet here, too, we find that anxiety occupied a central role in 
American life, functioning both figuratively, as a preferred idiom through which to express ideas 
about politics, and practically, as a resource – a weapon – to be harnessed in the struggle against 
Soviet totalitarianism. The two functions were intimately connected, with the weaponization of 
anxiety following from the analysis of the contemporary political situation that contrasted the 
“anxious man” of the free, capitalist nations against the “totalitarian man” of the Soviet Union. 
Although generally considered to be a debilitating and destabilizing condition, a number of 
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influential American political and cultural figures came to believe that anxiety could, under 
certain circumstances, be channeled to more productive ends. For these writers, anxiety was the 
necessary by-product of freedom, a line of thinking that was frequently traced back to 
Kierkegaard.  
 In his State of the Union address, delivered on January 6, 1941, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt outlined “four essential human freedoms” that the United States aimed to secure. The 
last of these was “freedom from fear,” which Roosevelt explicitly linked to the conflagration 
raging across Europe and east Asia, a conflict that would not reach American shores for another 
11 months. Yet Roosevelt’s call for an end to fear implied more than just a commitment to a 
“world-wide reduction of armaments,” laudable though that aim was.58 Roosevelt had first taken 
up the question of fear eight years earlier in his inaugural address of March 1933, in which he 
famously declared that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Roosevelt’s definition of 
“fear itself” – “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to 
convert retreat into advance”59 – bears an uncanny, if almost certainly coincidental, resemblance 
to the conception of anxiety put forward by the likes of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Binswanger, 
Tillich, and others discussed throughout this work. “What is it that leads to fear?” asked 
Goldstein in The Organism. “Nothing but the experience of the possibility of the onset of 
anxiety. What we fear is the impending anxiety.”60 Thus, the object of Roosevelt’s fear could be 
said to be anxiety itself. 
                                                
58 Franklin D. Roosevelt, State of the Union Address, January 6, 1941, accessed online at: 
http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/od4frees.html 
59 Franklin D. Roosevelt, First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1933, accessed online at: 
http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/aboutfdr/pdfs/inaug_33address.pdf 
60 Goldstein, The Organism, p. 233. 
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 From this perspective, Roosevelt’s address could be said to be offering deliverance not 
merely from fear, but from anxiety itself. Indeed, this is precisely how the émigré Frankfurt 
School political scientist Franz Neumann understood the president’s declaration in a lecture 
delivered in Tübingen in 1954. More than a decade on from the promise of the “four freedoms,” 
however, such hopes had been disappointed. Contra Roosevelt, “with the end of the Second 
World War anxiety has not disappeared from the world. On the contrary, it has become even 
greater and more frightful; it has begun to paralyze nations and to make men incapable of free 
decisions.” For this reason, Neumann continued, “Anxiety is, or ought to be, a central problem of 
the sciences.”61 The New Republic likewise noted the failed promise of the postwar era in an 
article by the prominent journalist Percy Winner: “To the great masses of people,” declared 
Winner, “the end of 1949 closes the first decade since the start of the Second World War. The 
Christmas bells bring no armistice in a war of nerves that […] has become a total involvement in 
anxiety of the whole man.”62 
 Winner’s “war of nerves” was, of course, the Cold War. Following a slow escalation of 
antagonism between the United States and Soviet Union that began even before the Yalta and 
Potsdam conferences of 1945, the parlous nature of the new international order was underlined 
by the events of the late 1940s. The Berlin Blockade, which started on June 24, 1948 and lasted 
until May 1949, brought the various actors into direct, if non-violent, opposition, resulting in 
months of heightened tension. In August 1949, the Soviet Union stunned the world by detonating 
                                                
61 Franz Neumann, The Democratic and the Authoritarian State, trans. Peter Gay (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press of 
Glencoe, Illinois 1957), p. 270. 
62 Percy Winner, “Western Europe’s New-Year Mood,” The New Republic, Vol. 122, No. 1, January 2, 1950, p. 14. 
For an account of the popular anxieties of the time, especially as seen through mainstream culture, see Matthew Frye 
Jackson and Gaspar Gonzalez, What Have They Built You to Do? The Manchurian Candidate and Cold War 
America (Minneapolis, MN.: University of Minneapolis Press, 2006), especially ch. 2; and Margot A. Henriksen, 




their first atomic bomb, an event that sent the American political establishment and public alike 
into paroxysms of self-doubt. The American historian and critic Lewis Mumford summarized the 
mood of the era in an article entitled “Irrational Elements in Art and Politics”: “In the very act of 
piling up weapons of extermination our leaders constantly assure us, with a laudable anxiety that 
alas! reveals their inner confusion, not only that there can be no victory, but that the employment 
of these instruments might wipe out the human race, or even destroy all life on the planet.”63  
 As these passages suggest, anxiety was the preferred language for expressing the political 
as well as spiritual vulnerabilities of the period. As Rollo May succinctly put it in The Meaning 
of Anxiety, “From 1945 and the birth of the atom bomb, anxiety shifted from a covert to an overt 
problem.”64 Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., a professor of history at Harvard and one of America’s 
most prominent public intellectuals, expressed a similar sentiment in “Politics in an Age of 
Anxiety,” the first chapter of his 1949 work The Vital Center. Echoing Auden’s now-familiar 
refrain, Schlesinger declared, “Western man in the middle of the twentieth century is tense, 
adrift, uncertain. We look upon our epoch as a time of troubles, an age of anxiety. The grounds 
of our civilization, our certitude, are breaking up under our feet, and familiar ideas and 
institutions vanish as we reach for them, like shadows in the falling dusk.”65 In an address 
delivered in Chicago in September 1953, two-time Democratic presidential nominee and 
Governor of Illinois Adlai Stevenson spoke of a weariness enervating the spirit of the Western 
world: “There is universal anxiety and impatience to ease the tensions, to explore every 
                                                
63 Lewis Mumford, “Irrational Elements in Art and Politics,” The New Republic, Vol. 130, No. 15, April 12, 1954, p. 
17. 
64 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. 3. 




possibility of settlements by conference and negotiation. The Soviet will exploit discord in our 
ranks at every opportunity in order to divide and enfeeble the grand alliance of the free.”66 
 The political discourse on anxiety was intimately linked to totalitarianism theory, one of 
the dominant frameworks through which the early years of the Cold War were understood in 
Europe and America. The left-wing Italian journalist Giovanni Amendola first coined the term 
totalitarianism in 1923, before it was co-opted by Mussolini and his fascist supporters. But it was 
not until the rise of the Third Reich in the 1930s that the familiar meaning of the term began to 
emerge. In his 1936 biography of the Italian political scientist Vilfredo Pareto, the Austrian 
Marxist Franz Borkenau suggested that Italian fascism, Soviet communism (Borkenau had 
resigned from the Cominterm in 1929 in protest against Stalin’s repressive policies), and German 
National Socialism were separate manifestations of a related phenomenon: “From the point of 
view of the theory of domination and elites,” wrote Borkenau in his conclusion to Pareto, 
“Bolshevism and Fascism can only really be treated as slightly different specimens of the same 
species of dictatorship.”67 As the global conflict between capitalism and communism ossified 
into the Cold War, an entire literature on totalitarianism appeared, including Karl Popper’s The 
Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), Hannah Arendt’s classic The Origins of Totalitarianism 
(1951), and J.L. Talmon’s The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952). Each argued that the 
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ostensibly irreconcilable ideologies of fascism (in particular National Socialism) and Soviet 
communism were united by the “monstrous” fact that, in Arendt’s words, totalitarian rule 
 
goes to the sources of authority from which positive laws received their ultimate legitimation, 
that far from being arbitrary it is more obedient to those suprahuman forces than any government 
ever was before, and that far from wielding its power in the interest of one man, it is quite 
prepared to sacrifice everybody’s vital immediate interests to the execution of what it assumes to 
be the law of History.68  
From the late 1930s, a number of European thinkers, including the French philosopher Raymond 
Aron and the German political theorist Eric Voegelin, started to frame the conflict against 
National Socialism (and later Soviet Communism) in terms of a spiritual struggle.69 Catholic 
thinkers such as Waldemar Gurian and Czeslaw Milosz played an especially prominent role in 
characterizing totalitarianism as a form of secular religion. In The Devil’s Share, a widely 
reviewed 1944 work by the Swiss-Catholic philosopher Denis de Rougement, readers were 
informed that, “A regime is totalitarian when it aims to centralize radically all temporal and all 
spiritual authority. It then turns into a political religion, or into a policy of religious character.”70 
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 Following the conclusion of World War II, American politicians and commentators took 
up the religious interpretation of totalitarianism.71 In December 1945, Will Herberg declared that 
“Totalitarianism is not a political system; it is a spiritual regime, a way of life.”72 Two months 
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later, the American diplomat George Kennan issued his famous “Long Telegram,” one of the 
documents that helped to define America’s stance toward the Soviet Union. A friend of Reinhold 
Niebuhr, Kennan later described the Long Telegram as having the form of an “eighteenth-
century Protestant sermon”; the religious overtones of his analysis were reflected in NSC-68, the 
secret National Security Council policy directive that implemented many of Kennan’s 
recommendations and guided U.S. foreign policy for the next two decades.73 Issued in April 
1950, the authors of NSC-68 warned that the Soviet Union “is animated by a new fanatic faith, 
antithetical to our own, and seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world.”74 
The following year, President Harry S. Truman noted that “the international Communist 
movement is based on a fierce and terrible fanaticism. It denies the existence of God, and 
wherever it can it stamps out the worship of God.”75 Finally, the prominent European émigrés 
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Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski defined totalitarian regimes as “secular religions” in 
their 1956 work Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy.76 
 It was against the backdrop of the totalitarian moment that anxiety came to assume a 
wider significance for American politicians, theorists, and writers concerned with what they took 
to be the defense of freedom. As Susannah Young-ah Gottlieb has (perhaps somewhat 
reductively) noted, “The ‘age of anxiety’ [was] generated by totalitarianism.”77 Many of the 
figures considered in the previous chapter, including Auden, Herberg, and Tillich were, to 
varying degrees and in varying capacities, involved in America’s spiritual Cold War. Foremost 
among them was undoubtedly Niebuhr, who had been emphasizing Christendom’s responsibility 
to meet the “perils of totalitarian aggression” since the early 1940s.78 The presentation of politics 
in a fallen and anxious world advanced by Niebuhr found a receptive audience among 
commentators and policy makers alike. Niebuhr’s vision of a sober and pragmatic American 
foreign policy aligned him with the so-called Realist School, an approach to international 
relations defined by Andrew Bacevich as “an obligation to see the world as it actually is, not as 
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we might like it to be.”79 Niebuhr had personal and professional ties to many of the key Realists, 
including John Foster Dulles and Hubert Humphrey, and served as an advisor on Kennan’s State 
Department Policy Planning Group in the late 1940s.80 In January 1947, he was one of a number 
of prominent political actors – including Humphrey, John Kenneth Galbraith, and Eleanor 
Roosevelt – to found Americans for Democratic Action, a “liberal organization opposed to the 
two Joes, Stalin and McCarthy,” as another founding member, Arthur Schlesinger, memorably 
put it.81 
Niebuhr’s diagnosis of the contemporary political climate is clearly evident in Scientific 
Man vs. Power Politics, a 1946 work by the émigré University of Chicago political scientist 
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Problem of Christian Statecraft (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2012). 
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the Democratic candidate Adlai Stevenson in the 1952 election. See Ronald H. Stone, Professor Reinhold Niebuhr: 
A Mentor to the Twentieth Century (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), p. 202. Humphrey, who served 
as Lyndon B. Johnson’s Vice President from 1965-69 and unsuccessfully contested the 1968 presidential election, 
spoke of his “Christian Realism” as being “led by my good friend and teacher of us all Reinhold Niebuhr.” Hubert 
H. Humphrey, quoted in Charles L. Garrettson III, Hubert H. Humphrey: The Politics of Joy (New Brunswick, NJ.: 
Transaction Publishers, 1993), p. 264. For a sustained analysis of the relationship between Niebuhr, Kennan, and 
John Foster Dulles, see Stevens, God-Fearing and Free, ch. 1, pp. 29-63. For more on the relationship between 
Niebuhr the figures of the Realist School, see Martin Halliwell, The Constant Dialogue: Reinhold Niebuhr and 
American Culture (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005), especially chs. 6 and 7; Kevin Mattson, 
When America Was Great: The Fighting Faith of Postwar Liberalism (London: Routledge, 2004); Joel H. 
Rosenthal, Righteous Realists: Political Realism, Responsible Power, and American Culture in the Nuclear Age 
(Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1991); and Vibeke S. Tjalve, Realist Strategies of Republican 
Peace: Niebuhr, Morgenthau, and the Politics of Patriotic Dissent (New York: Palgrave, 2008). 




Hans Morgenthau.82 Although Morgenthau does not explicitly invoke the language of anxiety, 
his analysis is grounded upon a consideration of its theological and existential implications. An 
intimate of both Niebuhr and Kennan, Morgenthau held that political disorder was a product of 
the “original sin by which man has disturbed the order of the world.”83 Whatever the actor’s 
original intent, all human actions are potentially immoral: “as soon we leave the realm of our 
thoughts and our aspirations, we are inevitably involved in sin and guilt,” noted Morgenthau.84 
Since, according to Morgenthau, the “tragic contradiction” between ethics and politics is 
inherently irresolvable, human beings inhabit a fallen world of despair and insecurity, the 
experience of which “is the premise of a life which exhausts the possibilities of human 
existence.85 Underpinning Morgenthau’s rationalist realpolitik, therefore, we find a deep concern 
for the same existential concerns that animated Cold War America’s psychotherapists, 
theologians, and writers. 
                                                
82 Morgenthau’s most renowned work is his Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, published 
two years after Scientific Man and now in its seventh edition. For more on Morgenthau, see Michael C. Williams, 
Realism Reconsidered: The Legacy of Hans Morgenthau in International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008); and Christoph Frei, Hans J. Morgenthau: An Intellectual Biography (Baton Rouge, LA.: Louisiana 
University Press, 2001). Mark Mazower places Morgenthau’s thought within the wider context of Cold War realism 
and international governance, focusing in particular on Scientific Man, in his Governing the World: The History of 
an Idea (New York: Penguin Press, 2012), especially ch. 8. 
83 Hans J. Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1946), p. 13. 
Morgenthau greatly admired Niebuhr, contributing an essay to a volume dedicated to the latter. See Hans J. 
Morgenthau, “Niebuhr’s Political Thought,” in Harold R. Langdon, ed., Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Voice in 
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between his thought and that of Niebuhr’s. For more on the relationship between Morgenthau and Niebuhr, see R.L. 
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Commemoration of the Life of Hans Morgenthau (1904-20040, ed. G.O. Mazur (New York: Semenenko Foundation, 
2004), pp. 65-87. One of the other contributors to the volume in praise of Niebuhr was Tillich, with whom 
Morgenthau was also in dialogue. Morgenthau engaged deeply with the ideas Tillich expressed in the latter’s 1954 
work Love, Power, and Justice: Ontological Analyses and Ethical Applications (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1954), publishing an essay that took up its central themes. See Hans J. Morgenthau, “Justice and Power,” Social 
Research, Vol. 41, No. 1 (Spring, 1974), pp. 163-175. Ronald Stone has explored the relationship between the three 
in “Ontology of Power in Niebuhr, Morgenthau, and Tillich,” Newsletter of the North American Paul Tillich Society, 
Vol. 28, No. 2 (Spring 2002), pp. 4-14. 
84 Morgenthau, Scientific Man, p. 188. 
85 ibid., pp. 203, 219 
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 Perhaps more than any other contemporary figure, Schlesinger reveals the way in which 
an existential conception of anxiety and sin converged with a Realist account of totalitarianism to 
produce an entirely new set of political classifications. Schlesinger enjoyed an especially close 
personal and professional relationship with Niebuhr, whom he once described as “the model of a 
really great man.”86 Niebuhr’s influence on Schlesinger is most clearly evident in The Vital 
Center, a work that the historian K.A. Cuordileone described as “the blueprint for a new liberal 
self-image.”87 In The Vital Center, Schlesinger traces the contemporary effluence of anxiety to 
the rise of the totalitarian powers: “The Soviet experience, on top of the rise of fascism, 
reminded my generation rather forcibly that man was, indeed, imperfect, and that the corruptions 
of power could unleash great evil in the world. We discovered a new dimension of experience – 
                                                
86 The full line, which came in a letter to the British historian Marcus Cunliffe, reads: “Through the years, Niebuhr 
more than anyone else I have known has served as the model of a really great man.” In the same letter, Schlesinger 
succinctly summarized Niebuhr’s political capital, noting, “The line leads straight from Niebuhr to the Kennedys.” 
Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., Letter to Marcus Cunliffe, July 9, 1968, in The Letters of Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., ed. 
Andrew Schlesinger and Stephen Schlesinger (New York: Random House, 2013), pp. 364, 363. Schlesinger 
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Niebuhr, May 9, 1956, Reinhold Niebuhr Papers, Library of Congress, Correspondence, 1918-1961, Box 10. 
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for example, Arthur M. Schlesinger, “Prophet for a Secular Age,” New Leader, No. 55, January 24, 1972, pp. 11-14; 
“Reinhold Niebuhr’s Role in American Political Thought and Life,” in C.W. Kegley, ed., Reinhold Niebuhr: His 
Religious, Social and Political Thought (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1984), pp. 192-208; “Forgetting Reinhold 
Niebuhr”; and “Reinhold Niebuhr’s Long Shadow,” New York Times, June 22, 1992, accessed online at 
http://www.nytimes.com/1992/06/22/opinion/reinhold-niebuhr-s-long-shadow.html. 
87 K.A. Cuordileone, Manhood and American Political Culture in the Cold War (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 3. 
Cuordileone contends that fears of a “crisis in masculinity,” and especially of homosexuality, underlay the anxiety 
of Cold War liberals such as Schlesinger. Indeed, Schlesinger authored an article on this very subject; see Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., “The Crisis of American Masculinity,” Esquire, November, 1958, pp. 63-5. See also The Decline of 
the American Male (New York: Random House, 1958), a volume assembled by the editors of Look magazine that 
featured essays with such titles as J. Robert Moskin’s “Why Do Women Dominate Him?” (pp. 3-24) For more on 
Schlesinger, as well as a general overview of the links between religion and politics in Cold War America, see 
Martin E. Marty, Modern American Religion, Volume 3: Under God, Indivisible, 1941-1960 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996), especially pp. 115-57. 
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the dimension of anxiety, guilt and corruption.”88 But, he continued, these were maladies that 
only afflicted the free, a concept that Schlesinger understood in exclusively political terms. The 
resulting divide between freedom and oppression was instantiated in the creation of two new, 
fundamentally modern, anthropological categories: 
 
The ‘anxious man’, we have seen, is the characteristic inhabitant of free society in the twentieth 
century. The final triumph of totalitarianism has been the creation of man without anxiety - of 
‘totalitarian man’. Totalitarianism sets out to liquidate the tragic insights of which gave man a 
sense of his limitations. In their place it has spawned a new man, ruthless, determined, 
extroverted, free from doubts or humility, capable of infallibility, and on the higher echelons of 
the Party, infallible.89 
 
 Schlesinger’s analysis provided an explanation for what he took to be both the relative 
levels of global anxiety and the origin of totalitarianism. The overwhelming excess of anxiety in 
the contemporary world had opened the way for a political system – totalitarianism – that served 
to liquidate the very condition of its creation. Schlesinger underscored this point in a review of 
Martin Ebon’s World Communism Today published a few months after The Vital Center: “Soviet 
totalitarianism,” he noted, “has filled the ‘vacuum of faith’ caused by the waning of established 
religion; it provides a sense of purpose which heals internal agonies of anxiety and doubt.”90 A 
similar, if perhaps more nuanced, distinction was made Franz Neumann, who insisted that, 
although “every political system is based on anxiety,” there is nevertheless a “qualitative 
                                                
88 Schlesinger, The Vital Center, p. xxi. In a parenthetical aside that follows this sentence, Schlesinger paid tribute to 
his friend Niebuhr, noting, “Or it may well be, as Reinhold Niebuhr has brilliantly suggested, that we were simply 
rediscovering ancient truths which we should never have forgotten.” ibid. 
89 ibid., p. 56. Schlesinger’s conception of the psychological manifestations of totalitarian man owes much to 
Fromm’s Fear of Freedom, as well as Wilhelm Reich’s The Mass Psychology of Fascism (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1933). 
90 Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., “Communism: A Clear-Eyed View,” New York Times, February 1, 1948, p. BR1. 
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difference” between the type of anxiety that emerges in totalitarian regimes and that of liberal 
states: “One may perhaps say that the totally repressive system institutionalizes depressive and 
persecutory anxiety, the halfway liberal system, true anxiety.”91 Rollo May gave psychological 
credence to the anxiolytic possibilities of totalitarianism, explicitly drawing on both Ebon and 
Schlesinger. Fascism, he declares, “is born and gains its power in periods of widespread anxiety. 
[…] People grasp at political authoritarianism in their desperate need for relief from anxiety.” As 
a result, May continued, “Totalitarianism gains its foothold […] because, like a symptom, it 
‘binds’ and provides some relief from this anxiety.”92  
 Such was the scale of the challenge facing America and its capitalist allies. The conflict 
against the Soviet Union was not merely a struggle against a rival ideology or a competition 
between economic systems; what confronted the free world was a new type of individual, a 
“totalitarian man” liberated from the burdens of doubt and uncertainty. Indeed, the appearance of 
totalitarian man served to underline the true depth of American anxiety. For Schlesinger, as for 
Neumann, there appears to be a kind of negative dialectic at work in the formation of anxious 
man: it was only with the emergence of his opposite – of an individual untrammeled by anxiety – 
that anxious man himself came into focus. The advent of totalitarian man was a development that 
Kierkegaard, for whom anxiety was an inescapable feature of human being, could not have 
foreseen. But the conception of anxiety advanced by the philosophical tradition had been 
transformed by the traumas of the first half of the twentieth century. Anxiety was no longer a 
purely descriptive endeavor; it had become a classifiable genus of the political taxonomy. “It is 
                                                
91 Neumann, “Anxiety and Politics,” p. 288. My emphasis. 
92 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, pp. 12-13. 
 
 298 
we or they,” announced Schlesinger, “the United States or the Soviet Union; capitalism or 
communism.”93 To Schlesinger’s list we can add a final dichotomy: anxiety or totalitarianism. 
 On what grounds did Schlesinger et al claim anxiety as the exclusive preserve of the 
West? One of the master narratives of the Cold War, at least from the American perspective, was 
the contrast between the freedom of Western capitalist democracy and the oppression of Soviet 
communism. Throughout this work, we have observed an elective affinity between anxiety and 
freedom; in one of many similar formulations, Kierkegaard noted that “anxiety is the possibility 
of freedom.”94 But in the wake of the totalitarian threat, the existential freedom of which the 
theological and philosophical traditions had so persuasively written – and which, as the previous 
chapter demonstrated, to a very large extent informed, if not defined, the intellectual and cultural 
landscape of postwar America – was reconceived on more literal grounds by many Americans, 
for whom freedom was understood in overwhelmingly ideological terms. For the likes of 
Niebuhr, Schlesinger, and Morgenthau, the association between anxiety and the mechanisms and 
institutions of politics was quantifiable and correlative: roughly put, the more freedom facilitated 
by the latter, the greater the presence of the former. 
 One might reasonably expect that the abundance of anxiety evident in American life was 
itself a cause for concern. Confronted with the Soviet monolith and its legions of steely, self-
assured Stakhanovites, the handwringing and vacillation of the American people might be taken 
as evidence of a fundamental weakness. “True Bolshevik courage […] consists in being strong 
enough to master and overcome one’s self and subordinate one’s will to the will of the 
                                                
93 Schlesinger, The Vital Center, p. 2. 
94 Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic 
Issue of Hereditary Sin, trans. Reidar Thomte and Albert B. Anderson (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 
1980), The Concept of Anxiety, p. 155. 
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collective,” declared Stalin in a speech, later quoted by Schlesinger, that encapsulated the 
popular image of Soviet society in Cold War America.95 While it was surely the case that many 
Americans did understand anxiety exclusively as a sign of vulnerability, a number of the writers 
considered in chapters five and six engaged in a concerted effort to transform anxiety from a 
personal liability into a political weapon. Foremost among them was Rollo May, for whom 
anxiety was the price that Americans had to pay for many of the values and qualities they held 
most dear – above all, freedom and imagination. 
 As we saw in the previous section, a constructive reading of anxiety was already well 
established in both the philosophical and psychotherapeutic literatures. May focused in particular 
on the creative potentiality of anxiety: “One has anxiety because it is possible to create,” he 
declared; “one would have no anxiety if there were no possibility whatever.”96 Existence without 
possibility: precisely the condition of Schlesinger’s totalitarian man. The implication was clear: 
if totalitarian man was liberated from anxiety, he was also bereft of creativity. Anxiety’s role as a 
catalyst for individual expression is a theme that can, once again, be traced back to Kierkegaard, 
who noted, “The more profoundly he is in anxiety, the greater is the man. […] Whoever is 
educated by anxiety is educated by possibility, and only he who is educated by possibility is 
educated according to his finitude.”97 Kierkegaard’s consideration of the relationship between 
anxiety and human potentiality was echoed by May’s teacher Tillich. Drawing explicitly upon 
Goldstein’s analysis of the subject in The Organism, Tillich argued that “The creative way of 
                                                
95 Joseph Stalin, quoted in Schlesinger, The Vital Center, p. 56. The speech from which this line was taken was 
originally delivered by Stalin at the Presidium of the Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI) 
on the American Question, May 14, 1929. 
96 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. 44. 
97 Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety, pp. 155-56. May refers to this quotation, also attributing the sentiment to 
Goldstein, in May, “Toward an Understanding of Anxiety,” p. 34. 
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‘answering affirmatively the shocks of existence’ […] does not remove anxiety. On the contrary, 
the more original a human being is, the deeper is his anxiety; but if he can stand it, he has 
preserved his freedom and reached highest self-actualization.”98 
 May explicitly drew upon Kierkegaard’s analysis of creative potential of anxiety, 
asserting (somewhat inaccurately) that “We can understand Kierkegaard’s ideas on the relation 
between guilt and anxiety only by emphasizing that he is always speaking of anxiety in its 
relation to creativity.”99 So strong was the perceived association between anxiety and creativity 
that a volume on the subject, edited by Seward Hiltner and Karl Menninger, was published in 
1963; the Dartmouth theologian Fred Berthold, Jr. spoke for many of the contributors when he 
announced that, “Anxiety is one of the engines of our creativity.”100 Niebuhr, meanwhile, 
suggested that creativity could play a constructive role in realizing the human condition. In an 
exchange of letters with May published in Pastoral Psychology in June 1950, Niebuhr asserted 
that “concern that we should become what we truly are […] is the basis of creativity.”101 If this 
were true of individuals, May suggested, perhaps the same could be said for societies as a whole. 
                                                
98 Paul Tillich, “The Significance of Kurt Goldstein for Philosophy of Religion,” Journal of Individual Psychology, 
Vol. 15, No. 1 (May 1959), p. 23. For a more lengthy restatement of the same point, see also Tillich, Systematic 
Theology, Vol. 1, p. 200. 
99 May, The Meaning of Anxiety, p. 44. This assertion is repeated almost verbatim in Psychology and the Human 
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100 Fred Berthold, Jr., “Anxious Longing,” in Seward Hiltner and Karl Menninger, ed., Constructive Aspects of 
Anxiety (New York: Abingdon Press, 1963), p. 77. Two of the seven essays in this volume, as well as a long 
epilogue, were authored by Hiltner, who frequently cited his NYPG colleagues Tillich and May, as well as Niebuhr 
and, of course, Kierkegaard. 
101 Reinhold Niebuhr and Rollo May, “Anxiety,” Pastoral Psychology, Vol. 1, No. 5 (June 1950), p. 54. 
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Kierkegaard had already anticipated this possibility in The Concept of Anxiety, noting that, “The 
more profound the anxiety, the more profound the culture.”102 But the concrete political 
implications of May’s argument went considerably further than anything Kierkegaard or the 
other theologians had proposed.103 
 Writing shortly after the first Soviet atomic bomb test in August 1949, an event that 
profoundly shook observers in the West, May argued that the ability to harness the creative 
potentiality of anxiety was crucial to the future of the free world: “Our political and social 
survival depends both on our capacity for tolerating the anxiety inherent in the threatening world 
situation and on our capacity for turning this anxiety to constructive uses.”104 Although 
pathological anxiety remained a serious threat to the well-being of individuals and ought to be 
avoided, May repeatedly asserted that the surfeit of anxiety in American society was a testament 
to the immense creative capacity of the American people – what Kennan once referred to as “the 
great richness of the human mind and fantasy.”105 With this in mind, one of the most significant 
contributions that the psychotherapist could make to society - as well, presumably, as the poet, 
philosopher, and theologian - was to help the American people channel anxiety toward 
productive ends. Were this effort to be successful, the free world’s monopoly over anxiety might 
emerge as something like an advantage rather than a weakness in the face of the totalitarian 
                                                
102 Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety, p. 42. 
103 According to May, Goldstein’s analysis of the relationship between anxiety and creativity yielded similar 
political conclusions to his own. Drawing in particular on Goldstein’s assessment of the contemporary political 
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In 1949, the English historian and critic Arnold Toynbee, noted that, “The Americans seem 
today to stand on a pinnacle of power and riches and prosperity; yet the American middle class is 
perhaps more apprehensive and more anxious at this moment than at any other.”106 Anxiety did 
not simply arrive unannounced on America’s shores in 1945, one more émigré seeking a new 
existence across the ocean. As Jackson Lears and others have noted, the United States has a long 
history with nervous disorders.107 Neurasthenia, an exhaustive condition of the central nervous 
system popularized by the American physicians George Miller Beard and Silas Weir Mitchell, 
was a common diagnosis in late-nineteenth-century America, especially among the wealthier 
classes.108 William James, one of many in his illustrious family to suffer from neurasthenia, was 
(perhaps apocryphally) said to have nicknamed the condition “Americanitis,” an epithet designed 
to underscore the uniquely accelerated commotion of Gilded Age modernity.109 Nevertheless, 
                                                
106 Arnold J. Toynbee, “Can Western Civilization Save Itself? Our Present Anxiety in the Light of History,” 
Commentary, Vol. 7, No. 2 (February, 1949), p. 104. 
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from a clinical perspective, diagnoses of neurasthenia were significantly lower than diagnoses of 
anxiety in the years following World War II. There was, moreover, no discernible theology or 
politics of neurasthenia; nor, with one or two notable exceptions, did neurasthenia become a 
literary preoccupation of the Progressive Era.110 Anxiety, by contrast, presents itself as the 
paradigmatic mentalité of postwar America. As the American journalist Norman Cousins put it, 
 
The beginning of the Atomic Age has brought less hope than fear. It is a primitive fear, the fear 
of the unknown, the fear of forces men can neither channel nor comprehend. This fear is not 
new; in its classical form it is the fear of irrational death. But overnight it has become intensified, 
magnified. It has burst out of the subconscious into the conscious, filling the mind with 
primordial apprehensions.111 
 
 As I hope to have demonstrated, one of the more remarkable features of America’s 
postwar discourse on anxiety was its stability, expressed not merely in the prevalence of the term 
itself – though the word was used with astonishing regularity – but in the underlying, broadly 
existential, meaning of the term. The primary source for this great effluence was Kierkegaard: 
whether directly, in the form of the recently completed translations, or indirectly, in the form of 
exegetical commentaries by those who had read him in Danish or other languages (Tillich is an 
especially important figure in this regard), Kierkegaard’s existential conception of anxiety 
                                                                                                                                                       
109 The term actually originates in Annie Payson Call’s Power Through Repose (Boston, MA.: Roberts Brothers, 
1891), a work that James enthusiastically reviewed in March 1891. For more, see Robert D. Richardson, William 
James: In the Maelstrom of American Modernism: A Biography (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2006), pp. 
310-13. 
110 The most prominent literary depiction of neurasthenia, as well as a landmark text in early American feminism, 
was Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story The Yellow Wallpaper, first published in The New England Magazine, 
Vol. 11, No. 5 (January 1892). Gilman had been treated by Mitchell in 1887 and her story chronicles the debilitating 
effects of the physician’s treatment regimen. For more, see Diana Martin, “Charlotte Perkins Gilman and ‘The 
Yellow Wallpaper’,” The American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 164, No. 5 (2007), p. 736. 
111 Norman Cousins, Modern Man is Obsolete (New York: The Viking Press, 1945), p. 1. 
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informed and shaped the literary, psychoanalytic, theological, and, ultimately, political meaning 
of Angst. It is certainly not the case that most Americans - even including those who were 
explicitly talking about anxiety - had read Kierkegaard. But, I would argue, it is the case that a 
critical mass of figures, each possessed of a store of cultural capital and professional prestige, did 
read Kierkegaard. It was through the efforts of public intellectuals including Auden, Tillich, 
Fromm, Niebuhr, and May that something like a Kierkegaardian understanding of anxiety was 
diffused into the popular consciousness and made available to the American public. 
 These accounts are notable not just for what they were saying, but also for where they 
were being said. Many of the works discussed in the chapters on America – The Courage to Be, 
The Meaning of Anxiety, Fear of Freedom, The Vital Center – were read widely by both scholars 
and public alike. Moreover, the willingness of popular publications like the New York Times, 
Newsweek, Time, and many others, to devote so many pages to the contemporary character of 
anxiety further indicates the broad public fascination with the subject. Nor was the American 
enthusiasm for Kierkegaard limited to the written word: numerous artists drew on existential 
themes, especially abstract expressionists such as Willem de Kooning and Clyfford Still. In the 
words of art historian Joan Marter, abstract expressionism “expressed the anxiety of the age in 
America,” a position first articulated by the critic Harold Rosenberg in his groundbreaking 1964 
work The Anxious Object.112 Rosenberg argued that “the meaning of works of art in our day 
relates to the tempo of the contemporary situation.”113 Explicitly citing Kierkegaard, Rosenberg 
argued that American abstract expressionists – or “action painters” to use his preferred term – 
                                                
112 Joan Marter, “Introduction: Internationalism and Abstract Expressionism,” in Abstract Expressionism: The 
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had succeeding in opposing the “depersonalizing machine[s]” of both capitalism and 
communism by discovering “a new function for art as the action that belonged to himself.”114 
 Kierkegaard was also crucial in establishing the primacy of a broadly theological 
interpretation of anxiety. While it was undoubtedly the case that not every figure discussed in 
this and the previous chapter belonged to a church or ascribed to theistic beliefs, the postwar 
years saw considerable co-operation between religious and civic institutions, often precisely on 
issues related to anxiety. Erich Fromm is an instructive example of this phenomenon: an atheist 
in his personal beliefs, he nevertheless participated in the National Council on Religion in Higher 
Education-sponsored NYPG and worked closely with theologians like Tillich and Hiltner over a 
period of decades. Pastoral psychology, a field that was in many ways a direct outgrowth of the 
NYPG, flourished in the 1950s and ‘60s as organizations like the Menninger Foundation 
convened conferences that assembled clergymen and psychiatrists “for frank and friendly 
interdisciplinary discussion about mutual concerns.”115 The esteem in which much of the 
political establishment held Reinhold Niebuhr, meanwhile, made the language of anxiety 
available to a sphere that might otherwise have remained distant from such concerns. God was 
never far from the Cold War political discourse and Niebuhr’s close personal ties to Kennan, 
                                                
114 ibid., p. 39. Despite Rosenberg’s assertion here and elsewhere that, in his words, “both leading contestants in the 
Cold War are opposed to abstract art,” in 1995 a CIA case officer named Donald Jameson confirmed that the agency 
had offered funding and promotion to American Abstract Expressionism from 1947 through the end of the 1960s in 
a project related to the Congress for Cultural Freedom. See Frances Stonor Saunders, The Cultural Cold War: The 
CIA and the World of Arts and Letters (New York: The New Press, 2000). For an exploration of abstract 
expressionism’s relation to the Cold War prior to these revelations, see Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the 
Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold War, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983). 
115 Karl Menninger, “Foreword,” p. 7. Menninger was referring to a two-day conference in 1954, which became an 
annual institution until well into the 1960s. The claim that the origins of pastoral psychology, at least as a formalized 
profession, can be traced back to the NYPG is the broad argument of Stokes, Ministry After Freud. Arguably the 
most important journal in the field, Pastoral Psychology, was founded in 1950 under the editorship of Carl Rogers. 
In its first year alone, the journal published contributions by Rogers, Fromm, Hiltner, Niebuhr, May, Menninger, and 
Horney, among many others. The Journal of Pastoral Care, meanwhile, was founded in 1947, and another 
significant publication in the field, the Journal of Religion and Health, was established in 1961. 
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Dulles, Galbraith, and the Roosevelts ensured that his theology of sin, guilt, and anxiety reached 
some of the most powerful voices in the nation. 
 The Cold War was a time of great uncertainty, one in which the United States understood 
itself to be facing a ruthless and implacable foe. There are many different ways to express 
vulnerability, but American writers from across a wide variety of disciplines invariably chose to 
do so by utilizing the language of anxiety. Anxiety was thus placed in a dialectical relationship 
with the imperative for global security. Borne of a profound sense of insecurity, the anxiety 
plaguing America became a source of further vulnerability before it was transformed into a 
weapon capable of striking against the enemy. As the subtitle to an article May wrote in 1950 
obliquely put it, “We can overcome anxiety to the extent that we have values which are stronger 
than the threat involved.”116 Perhaps fittingly for a nation so closely associated with the 
pragmatist spirit, anxiety became what we might term a usable problem. If pressed, it is unlikely 
that May, Niebuhr, or Schlesinger would conclude that anxiety was a condition to be coveted. 
But “anxious man” was, they believed, the archetypical inhabitant of contemporary America; 
since true relief from anxiety seemed an unlikely prospect at best, they set about converting it 
from a problem into a solution. Creativity became freedom’s trump card, anxious man’s most 
tangible advantage over his totalitarian counterpart. 
 Though May and his compatriots arguably succeeded in delineating a constructive use for 
anxiety, theirs was a discrete solution to a particular problem; what was negated was not anxiety 
per se, but merely the concern that anxiety was a geopolitical liability. Creativity defused neither 
the Soviet nuclear arsenal nor the underlying spiritual malaise that gave rise to the age of anxiety 
                                                
116 May, “Toward an Understanding of Anxiety,” p. 25. 
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in the first place. For that, something far more powerful than mere human imagination would be 
needed. It was to be found in a mid-sized New Jersey laboratory in the early 1950s, where a 
Czech physician named Frank M. Berger and a chemist named Bernard Ludwig were 
synthesizing a tranquilizing compound named meprombamate. The world’s first commercially 
available anxiolytic drug, meprombamate offered to relieve the psychological and somatic 
symptoms of anxiety. By the end of the 1950s, over one billion meprombamate pills had been 
manufactured and the drug, better known by its brand name Miltown, accounted for one-third of 
all prescriptions issued in the United States.117 Although the development of minor tranquilizers 
and benzodiazepines appears to take us very far from the world of theologians and poets, it was 
within Auden’s grand hotel that the anxious masses dwelled.
                                                
117 The definitive history of the development of Miltown and other anxiolytics can be found in Andrea Tone, The 
Age of Anxiety: A History of America’s Turbulent Affair with Tranquilizers (New York: Basic Books, 2008). 
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Conclusion: Toward a Pharmacological History of Anxiety 
 
In this work I have sought to demonstrate how anxiety became the kind of object that could be of 
interest to physicians and pharmacologists. Simultaneously, and relatedly, I have also 
endeavored to show how anxiety became one of the operative cultural categories of postwar 
America and, by implication, Western Europe. The narrative provided has ranged across at least 
a century and a half, two continents, and multiple disciplines, including theology, 
psychoanalysis, philosophy, psychiatry, neurology, literature, and politics. Implicit in my 
argument is the claim that there was nothing inevitable or obvious about the medicalization of 
anxiety. No matter how prevalent or costly – from both a financial and a human perspective – the 
present-day diagnosis, we must bear in mind that the path from Kierkegaard to Klonopin has 
been long and unlikely.  
The modern concept of anxiety was born out of a series of debates within German 
idealism regarding the nature of evil and its implications for human freedom. In a bid to resolve 
the question of how a positive conception of evil might be compatible with a broadly Christian 
notion of God’s benevolence, Kierkegaard pointed to anxiety’s role as an intermediary between 
two kinds of possibility. Adam’s cognizance of the potential for freedom unleashed by God’s 
prohibition against eating from the tree of knowledge produced anxiety; this anxiety, in turn, 
drove him toward sin as a concrete resolution of his potentiality. In this way, Kierkegaard 
maintained a robust conception of human freedom while exonerating God of responsibility for 
the human capacity for evil. Kierkegaard also elucidated some of the defining features of the 
modern understanding of anxiety. In particular, since it was directed toward possibility as a 
general category rather than a fixed entity, anxiety lacked a specific object. Rather, it was a fear 
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about existence itself. Experienced psychologically, anxiety was a terrible spiritual burden, but 
Kierkegaard also insisted that it was the only means through which to attain true faith, and 
thereby a meaningful existence. It was therefore from within a specifically existential and 
Christian framework that anxiety first emerged. 
Neither God nor sin were anywhere to be found in the psychoanalytic conception of 
anxiety advanced by Sigmund Freud. Nor, indeed, were the existential themes established by 
Kierkegaard: the burden of responsibility that accompanies the radical freedom to shape one’s 
existence, the spiritual lacuna resulting from a fallen world, and the essential isolation of each 
human being. Instead, Freud conceived of anxiety as a product of libidinal conflict, especially 
the symbolic fear of castration arising from the Oedipal complex. Although Freud reconceived 
anxiety from a neurotic symptom into a signal of danger in 1926’s Inhibition, Symptoms and 
Anxiety, its broadly sexual foundation remained. In a similar fashion to other late nineteenth-
century physicians who used the term “anxiety,” Freud advanced a narrow and reductive 
understanding of anxiety that bore little resemblance to the existential notion that formed the 
basis for the medical conception we have inherited today. 
It was, rather, to Freud’s contemporary Martin Heidegger that we turned in order to see 
the legacy of Kierkegaard’s thought. Along with a number of other colleagues in post-World 
War I Germany, Kierkegaard played a significant role in rehabilitating Kierkegaard’s 
philosophical reputation, even as he attempted to minimize the extent of his personal debt to the 
Dane. Kierkegaard’s influence is especially evident in Heidegger’s understanding of anxiety. But 
where the former had conceived of anxiety as a specifically theological category, Heidegger 
argued that anxiety was directed toward the mysteries of being itself. Anxiety was, he asserted, 
especially evident in the closing down of possibility evident in what he termed being-towards-
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death. Like his predecessor, however, Heidegger also saw anxiety as a necessary stage through 
which one must pass en route to attaining authenticity. Moreover, after careful consideration, it 
became evident that Heidegger’s philosophy in general, and his understanding of anxiety in 
particular, retained strong traces of the Christian theology in which he was educated. Given all of 
this, I concluded that Heidegger rather than Freud provided the basis for the medicalization of 
anxiety that was still yet to come.   
The divergent legacies of Freud and Heidegger were most obviously evident in the work 
of Ludwig Binswanger. Although initially trained as a psychoanalytically oriented psychiatrist, 
Binswanger increasingly distanced himself from Freud’s clinical practice in response to what he 
regarded as a series of theoretical shortcomings and oversights inherent to psychoanalysis. 
Looking for alternative resources through which to conceptualize both the theory and practice of 
treating patients, Binswanger turned to phenomenology and existentialism, which Heidegger had 
unified under one coherent philosophy in his 1927 text Being and Time. On the basis of his 
engagement with Heidegger and, to a lesser extent, Kierkegaard, Binswanger advanced an 
alternative approach to treatment, which he dubbed Daseinsanalyse. Rather than tracing the 
etiology of psychopathology to infantile sexuality, as in Freudian psychoanalysis, Binswanger 
argued that mental illness was a product of universal existential themes, including anxiety and 
guilt. While Binswanger agreed with Kierkegaard and Heidegger that such phenomena played a 
crucial role in achieving selfhood, he also insisted that in certain cases, the experience of anxiety 
was severe enough to imperil an individual’s psychological health. By pointing to the destructive 
potential of existential states, Binswanger played a vital role in conceptualizing a philosophically 
informed yet distinctively medical interpretation of anxiety. 
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Where Binswanger conceived of anxiety as a predominantly mental phenomenon, his 
friend Kurt Goldstein grounded the phenomenon in the material reality of the brain. Informed by 
his experience treating brain-injured soldiers during and after World War I, Goldstein came to 
see anxiety as the central manifestation of the state of psychosomatic collapse he referred to as 
catastrophe. Anxiety was, for Goldstein, simultaneously a phenomenological account of a 
patient’s experience of the world and an observable somatic process; when patients fall into a 
state of catastrophe, the result is a change to their physiology as well as their psychology. Thus, 
Goldstein qualified the existential philosophical tradition’s claim that anxiety lacks an object by 
arguing that this was only true from a subjective perspective; viewed objectively, anxiety was 
expressed through a variety of quantifiable physical symptoms. By grounding anxiety in the 
body as well as the mind (and, arguably, spirit), Goldstein helped to make a specifically 
existential conception of the phenomenon applicable to branches of medicine beyond psychiatry. 
As Goldstein left Europe for the United States, so did anxiety. The concept found a 
receptive home in a nation searching for a vocabulary through which to articulate its paradoxical 
position in the postwar order: prosperous in victory, America nevertheless understood itself to be 
profoundly vulnerable. As the Cold War dawned and the threat of atomic annihilation became an 
ever more serious prospect, the language of anxiety proliferated in various fields and professions. 
It is in postwar America that we most clearly see the dual functions of the modern concept of 
anxiety at work. Among physicians and psychotherapists, anxiety was a diagnosis corresponding 
to a specific (if occasionally disputed) set of symptoms. For the wider public at large, introduced 
to the themes of existential philosophy through literature, art, and the media, anxiety became a 
master trope whose meaning was universally recognized. Organized religion straddled both sides 
of the divide, as church and mental health institutions co-sponsored seminars and reports on the 
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meaning and treatment of anxiety, while high-profile theologians like Paul Tillich and Reinhold 
Niebuhr made the likes of Kierkegaard something close to a household name. 
At the same time, a number of journalists, politicians, political theorists, theologians, and 
psychotherapists drafted anxiety into the Cold War struggle against global communism. Some 
merely used the language of anxiety to express America’s vulnerability in the face of the Soviet 
threat, while others suggested that anxiety was itself a sign of the nation’s weakness. But a small 
group argued that anxiety could play a positive role in helping capitalism to triumph over 
communism. Drawing on a constructive interpretation of anxiety that went back to Kierkegaard 
but became especially prevalent within postwar American psychotherapy, the likes of Rollo 
May, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and Niebuhr argued that there was an elective affinity between 
freedom and anxiety. Their interpretation simultaneously explained both the perceived surfeit of 
anxiety in America – “the home of the free” – and the apparent absence of the phenomenon 
within “totalitarian” nations like the Soviet Union. The goal, therefore, was to harness the 
creative potentiality of anxiety and, in the process, transform it from a weakness into a weapon. 
 Two distinct characteristics can be discerned in the medical and popular conceptions of 
anxiety. First, both give expression to a distinctively existential understanding of the 
phenomenon. When, in our everyday lives, we talk about being “anxious,” we almost certainly 
do not mean that we fear the return of repressed Oedipal conflicts, as Freud would have it. A 
psychoanalyst would, of course, point to the unconscious and therefore cloaked nature of such 
fears. But the contemporary usage of the term suggests a broad correspondence to the kinds of 
themes invoked by Kierkegaard and Heidegger: uncertainty regarding the course and ultimate 
meaning of our lives, a fear of the unknown, and concern regarding the general welfare of 
ourselves and our loved ones. 
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Beyond its existential character, I have also been keen to elucidate the deep and enduring 
association between anxiety and religion. Although the Christian roots of the phenomenon are 
well established, it has been less appreciated that anxiety remained linked to God until well into 
the 1960s. On an institutional level, the Protestant establishment in the United States, working in 
tandem with a variety of medical organizations, played an especially prominent role in helping to 
define the meaning of the medical diagnosis of anxiety. While the theological has been more or 
less evident in each of the thinkers studied in this dissertation – entirely absent in the case of 
Freud; implicit in Binswanger, May, and, arguably, Goldstein; palpable in Heidegger; explicit for 
Kierkegaard, Tillich, and Auden – it is clear that any claims regarding the straightforwardly 
“secular” nature of anxiety do not stand up to scrutiny. Although contemporary physicians and 
pharmacologists may regard anxiety as a straightforwardly “scientific” object – with all of the 
epistemological implications that accompany such a label – it remains the case that it has been 
decisively shaped by a theological discourse that extends back at least 250 years. In the case of 
anxiety, at least, the other of science is the origin of science. 
In order to better understand the transformations in the diagnosis and treatment of anxiety 
that have taken place over the last four decades or so, it will be necessary to bring the history of 
anxiety into the pharmacological era. In this work, I have tried to delineate the process by which 
anxiety was transformed from an obscure trope of existential theology into a widespread medical 
and social phenomenon. We have seen that the social, especially in the form of theology, has 
decisively informed the medical, but we have also seen the opposite, with the medical shaping, 
for example, the language of political discourse. This process of epistemic reciprocity reflects 
my working presupposition regarding the origin and nature of anxiolytic medications. I am 
especially interested in the ways in which literary, philosophical, and political notions of anxiety 
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informed and shaped the object of pharmacological investigation. To what extent was the 
development of early anxiolytic medications such as Miltown and Librium spurred by the 
popular discourse on anxiety that ranged across numerous disciplines in postwar America and 
western Europe? Although these medications were discovered by chance, their commercial and 
therapeutic success spurred a concerted effort by drug manufacturers to address the growing 
appetite for minor tranquilizers and benzodiazepines among the public and physicians alike. 
In the wake of the pharmacological revolution, as well as other transformations in the 
clinical practice of American medicine beginning around 1970, the existential and, especially, 
theological dimensions of anxiety have largely been forgotten. The constructive interpretation of 
anxiety advanced during the immediate postwar years, in particular, has almost entirely 
collapsed. Nevertheless, when we as a society express concern regarding the efficacy of a 
particular medication or weigh one approach to treatment against another, we are asking 
precisely the questions that animated Binswanger, Goldstein, May, and many others: What is a 
human being? How do we function within our environment? Can medicine alone account for the 
vast matrix of meaning and significance that informs and validates each life? We are, in other 
words, performing the existential reflex. If this is arguably true of all contemporary medical 
debate, it is even more so for anxiety, precisely because it is understood to straddle the divide 
between clinical diagnosis and existential discourse. Throughout this work, I have tried to 
underline the extent to which the contemporary medical account of anxiety emerged from a rich 
and multivalent intellectual tradition. By encouraging a full consideration of its role in the 
cultural, philosophical, social, and spiritual dimensions of human life, I hope to have offered 
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